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Security, Sovereignty, and the Lie of Scarcity: 
A Rhetorical Geography of Global Food Systems 
 
Dissertation directed by Gerard Hauser 
 
This dissertation is an exploratory study of a contemporary food controversy that also pilots 
an orientation to rhetorical criticism, which I call rhetorical geography. The contemporary 
agriculture system, which has reduced global hunger over the last half century, is also laden with 
problems that impact health, the environment, and rural communities. In 2008, people all over the 
world rioted in response to increased prices for storable commodities such as corn, wheat, rice, and 
soy. Critical food scholars and rural activists from all over the world, who call themselves peasants, 
suggest the riots are the result of a multitude of factors including land reform measures that have 
minimized subsistence farmland, the industrialization of agriculture, seed patents, subsidies for 
agriculture, unethical banking practices, and a neoliberal informed agriculture system.  For global 
elites—politicians, policy makers, scientists, academics, corporate moguls from food 
transnationals—the riots present a moral problem that poses a threat to national security, called 
―food security.‖ While elites propose market solutions based on the principles of economic 
liberalism, called neoliberalism, to alleviate food and agricultural problems, peasants and activists are 
calling for ―food sovereignty‖ or the right to sustainably raise culturally appropriate food for local 
communities. 
My analysis of food security and food sovereignty is driven by an orientation to criticism that 
I call a rhetorical geography. A rhetorical geography draws from critical rhetoric, critical-cultural 
geography, and LaClau and Mouffe‘s (2001) articulation theory. I selected articulation theory 
because of the efficacy of its critical emphasis on social attempts to situate and alter meaning with 
rhetorical practice, that is to say social struggle. Articulation theory is widely perceived as a radically 
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discursive approach to social struggle, and has been criticized for neglecting the material 
components of power and resistance. The mapping component of ―rhetorical geography‖ serves as 
a metaphor, which describes the practice of discovery that occurs throughout the research process, 
and my selection and presentation of text. Mapping also addresses criticisms of articulation theory 
that suggest it is too discourse-oriented. I marshal critical-cultural geographers to emphasize the 
importance of geography, natural resources, and economics in social struggles to balance articulation 
theory‘s emphasis on rhetoric and discourse.    
Discourses form when subjects marshal their background assumptions and beliefs about a 
topic to classify loose ideas into something systematic such as media, policy, or an approach to crisis 
prevention. In chapter 3 I analyze the discourse of neoliberalism because it influences articulations 
of food security and food sovereignty, which I investigate in chapters 4 and 5.  Neoliberalism refers 
to the revival of insights from classical liberal philosophy and neoclassical economics in celebration 
of laissez-faire, and is carried out rhetorically and through lending policies and trade practices that 
are based on free market assumptions. The World Trade Organization, the only international body 
governing rules of trade between nations, enforces the assumptions of neoliberalism. However, the 
assumptions of the discourse of neoliberalism are fundamentally at odds with long-standing policy 
measures aimed at protecting agriculture, such as subsides and tariffs.  Moreover, neoliberalism is a 
discourse that instantiates economic values in the very institutions that address economic and 
agriculture problems in the developing world, for example, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
or World Bank (WB). As such, food security, which draws from the discourse of neoliberalism, and 
food sovereignty, which is informed by a rights perspective of food and agriculture, are inherently at 
odds. 
In chapter 4 I analyze the proceedings of two Senate Foreign Relations Committee meetings, 
a Borlaug Dialogue, and an issue of Science magazine all of which were designed to outline the 
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parameters of food security and influence international food policy. Espousing the discourse of 
neoliberalism as if it were common sense, proponents of food security articulate contemporary food 
issues as a moral problem and matter of national security that requires increased production of food, 
aid for agricultural development, and trade liberalization. Proponents of food security re-direct 
attention away from important material components of the food riots by labeling it a moral problem 
or an issue of national security. This practice reinforces interests that are better described as 
neoliberal, imperial, and biopolitical.  
In chapter 5, I examine the essays and modes of resistance employed by proponents of food 
sovereignty, mostly an international grassroots movement called La Vía Campesina, who are 
fundamentally opposed to the discourse of neoliberalism and therefore food security. Food 
sovereignists are advocates of extensive small-scale agriculture, and suggest contemporary food 
problems are the outcome of decades of a neoliberal informed economy. They call for state 
protection from food transnationals and a re-conceptualization of food as a human right, which I 
argue represent a backlash rhetoric. Moreover, I suggest that the ambiguity of neoliberal rhetorical 
practices—they appear everywhere and nowhere at the same time—poses substantial problems for 
resistance efforts. Proponents of food sovereignty‘s rhetorical challenge is to illuminate or make 
neoliberalism appear in a way that renders it both tangible and alarming to diverse audiences, while 
carving a democratic space for their voices in a political climate that is hostile to what they have to 
say. As such, the incompatibility of the two systems has the supporting parties talking past each 
other, which may perpetuate cycles of hunger and poverty... Both rhetorical strategies may 
exacerbate already confusing financial circumstances, and the neoliberal fault line. 
The debate between peasant proponents of food sovereignty and elite advocates of food 
security not only reveals the contemporary status of food and agriculture, but the way rhetoric 
influences the nature of this problem and solutions. I argue that the discourse of neoliberalism, 
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when espoused through rhetorical practice during food security conversations, influences 
counterfactual perceptions of the market, food, and agriculture. The neoliberal promise is that the 
free market and increased production will manage and correct food inequalities facing the global 
poor and smallholder farmers. In reality the market has never been free and state supported 
programs and policies such as the Farm Bill have protected farmers and agricultural corporations 
from the unstable forces of the market. It is the tension between these philosophies, which rhetors 
often ignore when discussing food policy, exacerbating food problems. Resistance efforts such as La 
Vía Campesina struggle to illuminate the less promising consequences of neoliberal-globalization to 
diverse audiences. The audiences with the capacity and desire to support their needs, such as 
proponents of food security, tend to exclude and ignore their concerns.  
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Chapter 1 
 
Problems Facing Food Systems 
 
 My earliest memories of food are colored by my childhood experiences in a then rural area 
of Northern Maryland. My mom grew a portion of the food we ate in the summer in our own 
backyard. I have fond memories of strolling through her garden rolling cool peas between my 
fingers and staring into the faces of sunflowers dripping with seed. Both of my parents lived or 
worked on farms growing up, passing an appreciation for food, agriculture, and nature to my sister 
and me. My father worked with dairy cows on a farm that is now a development for ex-Orioles and 
the upwardly mobile of Baltimore County. My mother would tell tales of her grandfather‘s old 
cucumber farms and the fortune he accumulated selling pickles and condiments during the Great 
Depression. Mom learned how to can and freeze fresh produce in her high school home economics 
class for long winters without tomatoes and strawberries. The United States food and agricultural 
economy, however, underwent dramatic changes during my parents‘ youth and many of the idyllic 
small farms of their memories have been replaced by sprawling and highly mechanized farms of 
grain and livestock. The once pristine Potomac River that defines Maryland‘s southern border as it 
travels to the Atlantic Ocean is now polluted with pesticides and the run-off excrement from 
industrial chicken farms. 
American‘s perceptions of the food system have been shaped by an image of a small idyllic 
farm. The white farmhouse of this image sits about a quarter of a mile off of a long country road 
surrounded by softly rolling hills of sprouting corn, cabbage, carrots and cantaloupe, yet protected 
from passing cars by a white picket fence. Inside the fence is a well maintained silo, large red barn, a 
small green tractor, horses, cows, and maybe a few pigs or chickens. The farmer plows the field in 
the open air and plants seeds he has worked for years to develop. You may imagine him riding his 
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horse from the house to move grazing cows from one field to another, or driving his beat up pickup 
truck full of fresh fruit and tomatoes to a local market. 
This farm still exists in the U.S.; it‘s just that the bulk of the food you recently brought home 
from the grocery store probably did not come from that farmer. The majority of the non-organic 
meat, sugar, corn, wheat, rice and soy that compose much of the food stocking the inner isles of the 
grocery store come from intensive mechanized farms. The farm may have a nice white house 
towards the front and a barn, but the farmer likely contracts for a transnational corporation, 
specializes in one product, which is planted intensively and evenly so it may be harvested by 
machine. The food is then stored in a silo owned by the same corporation for whom the farmer 
contracts before traveling hundreds of miles to a processing plant where it is prepared, packaged, 
and shipped all over the world. If you brought home chicken from Tyson or Purdue, pork from 
Smithfield or Hormel, or beef from BP or Cargill, the animals were likely raised intensively, meaning 
in a crowded enclosed space, while they are quickly fattened by a steady diet of corn and soy. 
Today our food travels over 1,500 miles before arriving on our plates (Transitions Colorado 
2010; McMichael 2000). In 2005 the United States changed from a longtime net exporter of food to 
a net importer and about 10 percent of the world‘s total agriculture production is now traded across 
borders (Millstone and Lang 2003; Weiss 2007). According to geographer, Weiss (2007) the USA 
and EU produced 17 percent of the world‘s agricultural exports by value in 2004. Canada, Australia, 
and New Zealand  
Accounted for 15 percent, and the major South American exporters (Brazil, Argentina, 
Chile, Uruguay) 13 percent. This means that 63 percent of the world‘s agro-exports in 2004 
came from countries that together comprise only 15 percent of the world‘s population and 
only 4 percent of the world‘s agriculture population. This same group of countries accounted 
for 40 percent of the world‘s agro-imports, predominantly the EU and the USA (21).  
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The major components of global agricultural trade—cereals, meat, soybeans, and dairy—are 
dominated by a few agricultural transnational corporations such as Monsanto, Tyson, and ConAgra 
Foods. 
Although advances in production have allowed more people access to food, changes in the 
food system have consequences for our health, environment, and communities. Although much of 
the food in the U.S. still originates within our borders, this non-organic food is grown with 
genetically modified seed and a regime of synthetic fertilizers and pesticides that squelch native 
biodiversity and may adversely affect our bodies (Weiss 2007). A former researcher with the 
Biochemical Institute at the University of Texas, Davis analyzed USDA data on the nutrient content 
of 43 fruits and vegetables from 1950 to 1999, and found the nutrient content of most fruits and 
veggies had decreased significantly since the 1950s (Burns 2010). Davis credits the loss of nutrients 
to commercial growing techniques that cut the growing process short, decreasing their capacity to 
absorb nutrients from the soil. Reuters recently published a statement from Purdue University 
professor Don Huber to USDA president Tom Vilsack, warning him and the public about an 
organism found in high concentrations of Monsanto‘s Roundup Ready corn and soy meal (Gillam 
2011). Huber found the same organism inside of pigs, chickens, and cows experiencing spontaneous 
abortions and infertility.  
Pigs, chickens, and cows are crowded into small spaces and fed animal antibiotics and 
hormones to prepare them for consumption. Animal waste can contaminate water and food supplies 
if not properly disposed. Industrial hog farms in North Carolina produced more feces and urine in 
2004 than the cities of New York, Los Angeles, and Chicago combined (Kaye 2004). Sometimes hog 
farmers spray the feces and urine onto adjacent fields, others allow both to accumulate in small man-
made reservoirs, which trickle into neighbors‘ well water, pollute the air, and can wind up on other 
products such as lettuce, peanuts, and spinach. Industrial animal farming and storage techniques for 
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mass produced lettuce and spinach are two potential culprits behind recent E-coli and salmonella 
outbreaks related to eating fresh produce (Costa 2010).1 In 2006, 205 people were sickened in the 
United States from eating raw spinach contaminated with E-coli, and five people died (Weise and 
Schmitt, 2007).  
The environmental consequences of industrial farming are similarly grave. The food from 
industrial farms must be shipped to distribution centers before landing in the grocery store in 
cardboard, plastic, and Styrofoam containers that are tossed into landfills where they will sit for 
centuries (Transitions Colorado 2010). The long distances food travels between states and 
continents before reaching our mouths increases the need for fossil fuels, which in turn affect the 
quality of the environment and drive up the price of food. Grocery stores and fast food chains 
distort consumer understanding of the food system by detaching the food they purchase from the 
distant places it originates and the energy that goes into production and preparation. While 
Americans in particular grow obese and diabetic from eating excessive quantities of processed fatty 
sugary foods (Patel 2007), the United Nations World Food Program (2010) reports that over 1 
billion people will go to bed hungry or undernourished. 
The structure of the food economy has had dire consequences for both the developed and 
developing world. While Ethiopian farmers worry that American food aid will destroy their capacity 
to sell grain to local people (Thurow and Kilman 2009), Indians have watched as Americans attempt 
to patent their beloved basmati rice, a grain indigenous to their country, and as nutritious and 
inexpensive mustard seed oil is replaced by genetically modified soy oils from the United States 
(Shiva 2000). Mexico, the nation that first supplied corn genetic resources to the world, now imports 
genetically modified corn from the United States (Bello 2009). One devastating consequence of the 
                                                 
1
 When there is an outbreak of food borne illness, corporations rarely have to report the suspected source. One 
farmer who came to speak with my class explained that vegetation can become infected with E-coli and Salmonella 
if wild hogs raid the vegetation or infected workers are denied access to bathrooms and sanitation.  
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current food economy is the unprecedented amount of farmer suicides and the burden this places 
on the surviving women and children (Rosset 2006). The United Nation‘s Platform for Action, a 
division that grew out of the Beijing Conference for the Committee on the Elimination of 
Discrimination against Women, reports that women account for 60-80 percent of the agricultural 
labor force in sub-Saharan Africa and about 50 percent in Asia. Much of this labor is arduous and 
unpaid.  
Most of the starving people in the world are small farmers, 60 percent are women and 
children, and most live in rural Africa or Asia (Patel, Holt-Gimenez, and Shattuck 2008). But the 
United States is also home to millions of individuals who are food insecure, meaning they do not 
know if they will be able to afford their next meal. To bolster production, the United States and 
world leaders have recommended a steady increase in funding of high-yielding, genetically modified 
seed technologies, fertilizers, and pesticides, alongside of increased mechanization, industrialization, 
and liberalization of the food supply, called food security (U.S. Senate Committee 2009; U.S. Senate 
Committee 2009). Food security is meant to increase the amount of food available to global 
consumers. However, critical food scholars and activists Patel, Holt-Gimenez, and Shattuck suggest 
that food shortages and hunger are less an issue of production, and more of distribution. The world 
produces more food with more calories per serving than ever before, but not everyone can afford 
access to this food.  
Critical food scholars suggest that industrial agriculture, trade liberalization, a political 
economy driven by neoliberalism, and a subsidy regime that runs contrary to neoliberal philosophies 
are a few of the factors exacerbating problems and disparities within the food system (Bello 2009; 
McMichael 2000; Patel 2007; Rosset 2006; Weiss 2007). Neoliberalism refers to the revival of 
insights from classical liberal philosophy and neoclassical economics in celebration of laissez faire 
(Chomsky 1999; Harvey 2005; Weiler 1984). For critics of the political economy, neoliberalism 
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refers to a rhetorical contradiction: While Europe and the United States have a tendency to support 
and even enforce neoliberalism abroad, they have a history of ―pulling the plug on laissez faire‖ 
when it does not work out for them (Chomsky 1999). Neoliberalism is a discourse that instantiates 
economic values in the very institutions that address economic problems in the developing world, 
for example, the International Monetary Fund (IMF). The discourse of neoliberalism is carried out 
rhetorically and through lending policies and trade practices that are based on free market 
assumptions.  
Developing nations and especially the farmers of these nations are ill equipped to redeem the 
benefits of neoliberalism and their economies and banks often crash after opening up their markets 
to foreign investors and trade. While the World Trade Organization (WTO) attempts internationally 
to eliminate unequal farming subsidies, the dumping of subsidized agriculture below market prices 
continues to cause problems for small farmers. When Korea opened up its markets to world trade, 
local rice farmers were virtually pushed out of existence because they could not compete with rice 
from nations with subsidy regimes (Rosset 2006). In protest one Korean Farmer, Lee Kyung Hae, 
ended his life at the 2003 WTO meeting in Cancun, Mexico. His message was to take agriculture out 
of the WTO before it ruined more lives.  
 Within this dissertation I intend to discover how and what kind of rhetorical practices are 
shaping and influencing a contemporary food struggle. My analysis will address the way the 
discourse of neoliberalism influenced a social struggle between proponents of food security and 
food sovereignty over how best to define and produce food. I marshal rhetorical geography to 
discover the discursive and non-discursive elements that define articulations of food security and 
food sovereignty. Employing rhetorical geography will also help me answer the questions: How has 
the discourse of neoliberalism shaped the rhetorical practices associated with this social struggle? 
How might food security and food sovereignty impact global agricultural politics, policies, and 
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practices? My research question is: How is the discourse of neoliberalism functioning within 
articulations of food security and food sovereignty? In what way? and for what end? 
In order to address these questions, I will begin by reviewing studies of the problems that 
currently characterize the global food system. Authors contend that industrialized agriculture, seed 
patents, food subsidies, and a revival of liberal economic philosophy in world trade and lending 
institutions contribute to global food disparities. Agriculture, trade, and food policy moved to the 
center of international concern in 2008 when sky-rocketing prices for basic commodities and food 
shortages drove people to the streets in protest (Bello 2009). In response to food crisis in Haiti, 
locals deemed the affects ―Clorox hunger‖ meaning the pain was ―‘so tortuous that people felt like 
their stomachs were being eaten away by battery acid‘‖ (3). These disparities have turned into a 
global social struggle. Proponents of food security advocate for increased industrialization and trade 
liberalization to alleviate food disparities, and food sovereignists argue that farmers should have 
sovereign rights to save seed, grow, and practice culturally appropriate and sustainable agriculture. In 
order to set up the parameters for this study, the remainder of the chapter outlines the dissertation. 
Review of Relevant Literature 
Thanks to the concerted efforts of farmers, plant breeders, scientists, world governments, 
and private corporations, we have the technology and food surplus to feed everyone in the world; 
yet, more than a billion go to bed hungry (Thurow and Kilman 2009; Patel 2007). While many live in 
a state of undernourishment, even more battle diseases related to food excess such as obesity and 
heart disease. The world food system is rife with such contradiction. The ice age left the global 
North agriculturally impoverished, but the world‘s most important crops—corn, rice, wheat, cotton, 
soy—are all native to the Southern hemisphere (Fowler 1994; Kloppenburg 2004). Europe and the 
U.S. have emerged as agricultural giants, thanks in part to colonization, which instituted a global 
division of labor that benefited Europe at the expense of the colonies, followed by years of 
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concerted governmental support in the form of subsidies, tariffs, and legal protection (McMichael 
2000; Friedmann 1990). The industrial farmers of the United States are dependent on fossil fuels to 
grow and export their crops and tend to use farming techniques, mostly synthetic chemicals, which 
are harmful to the eco-system, wildlife, and the nutritional content of food (Burns 2010; Weiss 
2007). Industrial grain farmers use the most water to grow their crops, while industrial animal 
farmers pollute the largest amount of water with excrement run-off. 
Amin (2003), director of the Third World Forum in Dakar, Senegal, separates global farmers 
into three different categories. These include highly mechanized industrial farmers in the United 
States, EU, and Australia/New Zealand; a small group of large scale farmers in the developing world 
that benefited from the green revolution; and the largest portion of farmers who do not have access 
to mechanized farming technologies, struggle to pay for seed, depend upon human labor and have 
little governmental support. Around 40 percent of the globe earns their livelihood by producing 
food on small farms located on the most undesirable plots of land (Shiva 2000). One of the reasons 
the majority of world farmers work these plots is because their governments have offered the 
prosperous pieces for urbanization projects and to domestic and international industrial farmers, 
often referred to as repression of land reform (Bello 2009; Shiva 2000; Weiss 2007). Several other 
interrelated problems exacerbate discrepancies between farmers and consumers within the food 
system: industrialized agriculture, seed patents, subsidies, neoliberalism, and structural adjustment 
programs. 
The Industrialization of Agriculture 
Before the nineteenth century, farmers grew only what their neighbors or clan could eat and 
saved the seed for the next harvest. They grew a variety of crops on one plot of land either rotating 
the crop‘s position each year or planting crops in semi-random patterns, now called extensive 
agriculture (Fowler 1994; Kloppenberg 2004). All the while these farmers made incremental yet 
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significant changes to the seed, now called seed breeding. Because the ice age left the North 
genetically impoverished, the United States and Europe have invested substantial effort into 
collecting and sometimes stealing genetic resources from the Southern hemisphere to produce at 
home.2 In the nineteenth century, Europe mass produced seed and plant genetic resources in its 
colonies, exploiting the colonized for free labor and often decimating the strength of the market 
from whence the indigenous plant originated.  
The emergence of world capitalism and the strength of the U.S. and the British food 
economy were dependent upon slave labor, the colonial system, and the organization of global free 
trade (McMichael 2000). Historian of the political-economy of food, McMichael, explains that the 
British divided the globe into ―a metropolitan industrial workshop and a peripheral agricultural 
hinterland‖ in order to fashion a ―workshop of the world‖ (128). Sugar, tea, coffee, cotton, timber, 
and rubber from the colonies, provided raw materials for Europe‘s emerging proletariat. Whereas 
the British model of development was directed outward, the American‘s development model was 
―inner directed.‖  
By the 1950s, U.S. farmers were able to specialize and mass produce food, but this did not 
happen overnight (Fowler 1994; Kloppenberg 2004). In addition to collecting seed with the use of 
its navy, the U.S. government encouraged immigrants to bring new seeds from their homeland. 
Once the government had a significant collection of seeds, they distributed these free of charge to 
                                                 
2
 In Unnatural Selection Cary Fowler highlights the role that the British Kew Gardens played in coordinating and 
facilitating the identification, collection, and the global distribution of economic plants. By the end of the eighteenth 
century Fowler estimates there were over sixteen hundred botanic gardens in Europe that existed for the purpose of 
cultivating food and medicine. The Kew Gardens was established by the state in 1841 and became a means for 
propagating tropical plants. While Kew gardens amused tourists and served as a training facility for botanists, its 
main purpose was to cultivate, transfer, and commercialize crops in the British colonies. To illustrate the kind of 
exploitation that the British engaged, Fowler recounts the story of how the British cornered the global market for 
quinine. Quinine is derived from the bark of the cinchona tree of the Andes and is an effective treatment for malaria. 
The British colonizers struggled with malaria in the colonies and the state desperately wanted to cultivate this tree in 
its colonies to save money and lives. Andean republics were unwilling to share the plant with the British because the 
nation was paying thousands of pounds of sterling each year for quinine. Fowler reports that the British used a 
“number of questionable and even illegal tactics” to bring the cinchona tree to Britain (12). Kew then helped 
establish experimental plantations in Southeast Asia and India. The Andean republics lost the global cinchona 
market.  
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farmers. Although private seed companies eventually halted this practice, the free seed program 
played an important role in the growth of American agriculture. The development of farming in the 
United States corresponded to the evolution of the railroads, public universities, and the 
mechanization of agricultural production—all of which aided farmers in producing food surplus for 
profit. The founding fathers of the United States placed special emphasis on agriculture and 
agricultural production, knowing it was the cornerstone of a developed democratic nation.  
Humanitarians and agronomists like Norman Borlaug, however, began to observe a 
discrepancy between American farmers, who could grow enough to feed the country, and farmers in 
developing nations, who could barely feed their family (Thurow and Killman 2009). Borlaug was 
able to breed seed, using both foreign and native germplasm i.e. genetic resources, to thrive in the 
poorest and most recalcitrant of soil, called monocultures or uniform varieties. Whereas farmers in 
the developing world often grew a variety of crops, which they rotated each year to enrich the soil, 
green revolution farmers were directed to plant and grow one crop sometimes using synthetic 
fertilizers to compensate for lost soil nutrients. The private seed companies, plant breeders, and 
farmers of the green revolution accelerated the process of seed breeding and in some cases increased 
the yield of harvest. Critics of the green revolution, however, contend that this miracle of 
production was overstated (Shiva 2000). The success of Borlaug‘s experiments with small farming in 
developing nations was often contingent upon free access to seed, irrigation, and the availability of 
infrastructure to move food beyond the farm. Without these factors, green revolution farms often 
failed. Also consider that most of the seed promulgated by the humanitarians of the green revolution 
and sold back to small farmers was originally pilfered from Southern nations. These green revolution 
monocultures became the basis of industrialized agriculture in the United States. 
Transnational food corporations, McMichael (2000) explains, emerged after the Great 
Depression in response to a few significant conditions, which increased American agriculture‘s focus 
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on exporting. To compensate for the weakening of the agricultural sector during the Great 
Depression, Congress passed the 1935 Agricultural Adjustment Act, barring agricultural imports in 
order to protect domestic prices. Domestic food prices soared above world market prices, leading 
American farmers to overproduce. The U.S. sent the surplus overseas as food aid. The Marshall plan 
and the green revolution, U.S. foreign aid programs, supported American agribusiness‘ outward 
growth. American agribusiness was the first to encourage South Koreans, for example, to 
industrialize their food system. The Koreans began to buy industrial farm supplies from American 
corporations, even merging with them. Once the American food economy was producing stable 
surpluses, the 1973 Farm Bill ―removed production constraints on American farmers‖ to encourage 
commercial exports, changing the face of American agriculture and our relationship to the world 
economy (132). These factors coupled with the fall of colonization, which increased the developing 
world‘s dependency on food aid and imports, strengthened American agribusiness and virtually 
eliminated small farming in the United States.  
The global seed and food system is now dominated by a handful of transnational 
corporations that make it difficult for small farmers internationally to compete in the global market. 
Trade liberalization and the global demand for meat benefits transnational corporations in their 
quest to expand markets (McMichael 2000; Weiss 2007). Weiss calls the concentration of 
mechanized farming in the United States the ―temperate grain-livestock complex‖ to describe the 
hyper-industrialization and structural changes that are the consequence of increases in global meat 
consumption. The grain-livestock complex has become an ―oligopolistic web characterized by 
growth, mergers, takeovers, joint ventures, interwoven license agreements and the continual striving 
for market expansion‖ (72). Transnationals (TNC) produce genetically modified seed for farmers 
who raise the monocultures to sell to chicken, pig, and cow farmers to supply the global demand for 
meat. 
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Since the 1980s seed transnationals (TNC) have made it their priority to create a system of 
technological dependence between their products and farmers by developing and commercializing 
genetically modified (GM) seeds (Fowler 1994; Kloppenburg 2004; Weiss 2007). GM crops such as 
Monsanto‘s round-up ready soy, while marketed as a green technology, require expensive fertilizers 
and pesticides. The pesticides literally kill everything but the GM seed. The top ten seed TNC‘s in 
2004  
controlled 84 percent of the US$ 35 billion agro chemical market (led by Bayer, Syngenta, 
BASF, Dow, Monsanto and Dupont); the top ten TNCs controlled roughly half of the 
global US$21 billion global commercial seed market (led by Monsanto, DuPont/Pioneer Hi-
Bred and Syngenta); and the top ten TNCs controlled 55 percent of the US$20 billion global 
animal pharmaceutical market, the greater part which is used in animal agriculture (Weiss 
quoting ETC Group 2005, 72).  
TNCs have substantial political and economic power and Monsanto, for example, is notorious for 
its Gestapo-like practices to enforce the patent rights of their GM seed (Pringle 2003). In the 1990s 
Monsanto hired a group of lawyers to make sure American and Canadian farmers were not growing 
Monsanto products without paying for it. Farmers were encouraged to call a toll free number if any 
of their neighbors were caught ―stealing‖ seed. 
Similarly the biggest producers of animal based products possess the largest piece of the 
market share (Weiss 2007). Tyson foods, Pilgrim‘s Pride, Gold Kist, and Perdue, which are the top 
four chicken processors, control ―56 percent of the industry, up from 35 percent in 1986‖ (80). The 
top four pork processing corporations—Smithfield Foods, Tyson, Swift and Co., and Hormel 
foods—control 64 percent of the U.S. market; while the top four beef slaughterers and packers own 
84 percent of the U.S. market share. Tyson is swallowing up other smaller meat packing 
corporations and is now the world‘s largest meat processing corporation. If journalist Erik 
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Schlosser‘s unsettling exposé of the meat-packing industry in Fast Food Nation curled your toes, 
imagine the political power that companies like Tyson have since the January 2010 Supreme Court 
ruling that allows corporations and unions unlimited contributions to campaign financing.3  
The contemporary structure of the world food economy is built on the division between 
low-value and high-value products (McMichael 2000). ―Trade in low-value temperate cereals and 
oilseeds has been historically dominated by the North, and trade in high-value products has fallen 
increasingly to corporate agro-exporters (or their contract farmers)‖ in the South (134). The majority 
of the produce Americans eat is grown on 2 percent of the farms, processed, manufactured, and 
sold by a handful of transnational corporations. Although these transnational corporations 
constitute one of the largest American industrial sectors, they do not provide ―food security.‖ 
Americans and world citizens face hunger and malnutrition, while industrial farming continues to 
perpetuate global health scares such as E. coli, salmonella, and even the avian flu. The U.S. patenting 
system, subsidies, and trade liberalization continue to fuel the power of these agricultural giants. 
Seed Patenting 
The United States already had a thriving patent system when the 1930 Plant Patent Act 
(PPA) passed, at the time few legislators considered plant material capable of turning a profit for 
entrepreneurs (Fowler 1994; Kloppenburg 2004). This act provided distributors of asexual plants, 
meaning they do not pollinate but are propagating by cuttings—roses, raspberries, and house plants, 
with rights over ―novel‖ varieties for a 17-year period. Fowler, executive director of the Global Crop 
Diversity, explains that the PPA represents the first successful attempt to place legal ownership over 
biological matter. After the PPA passed, the patent office made a distinction between the person 
who invented the plant and the propagator. In other words the patent was rewarded to the plant 
                                                 
3
 In Fast Food Nation Eric Schlosser argues that industrial meatpacking is one of the most dangerous jobs in the 
world. Workers routinely suffer injuries on the “kill line” and while butchering meat at a fast pace. Some meat-
packing plants are notorious for hiring and exploiting illegal immigrants. Schlosser also contends that industrial 
animal farming and meatpacking has lead to increase rates of health hazards like e-coli. 
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distributor over the farmer, who may have discovered or spent years breeding the unique variety of 
plant. This distinction was the result of nurserymen who cleverly played on lawmaker‘s ignorance of 
plant breeding. Most of the nurserymen in the U.S. gleaned their product from farmers and breeders 
who had only discovered what asexual plants do naturally. Nobody questioned if it was desirable to 
patent plants or if discovering what a plant does on its own is actual innovation. Fowler explains that 
the act passed because the nurserymen excluded sexually produced plants from the act. While 
lawmakers could understand nurserymen‘s desire to patent asexual plants, which take a long time to 
grow and produce profit, they feared the consequences of patenting sexually producing plants.  
In the 1950s soy and corn production accelerated thanks to a thriving poultry, pig, and cattle 
industry, lending the seed to commercialization (Fowler 1994; Kloppenburg 2004). Companies 
began expensive plant breeding programs, but without protective laws these companies were left 
vulnerable to competition with business that did not have similarly capital intensive program. The 
Plant Variety Protection Act (PVPA) of 1970 was drafted by the American Seed Association, 
representing all of the biggest seed companies, and would grant a 17-year patent for sexually 
producing plants such as corn, tomatoes, carrots, etc. The PVPA marks the official loss of farmers 
control over the seed and their capacity to be self-reliant.  
Since passage of the Plant Variety Protection Act, plant breeding and production consists 
mainly of savvy capitalists who aim to ensure continued profit and accumulation (Kloppenburg 
2004). To overcome the biological barrier to seed production—the seed contains the means of 
production and the product—corporations have fought and succeeded in patenting seeds; Monsanto 
even produced a sterile seed deemed ―terminator technology‖ by critics (Shiva 2000). The 
biotechnological explosion of the 1980s enabled new and controversial seed developments, 
specifically genetically modified (GM) seed. Unlike plant breeding, which alters the genetic makeup 
of a seed by crossing two specific plants through pollination, GM seed is modified in a lab with 
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recombinant DNA techniques, or DNA formed by splicing and combining different genes. 
Scientists can genetically alter seed to be resistant to pests, to enhance the nutritive content of the 
seed, and, most concerning, overcome the biological barrier. GM food is now the main ingredient of 
most non-organic processed foods in the United States, and corporations in the U.S. do not have to 
warn the consumer that they are eating this controversial food. 
While many important decisions about agriculture and food production happen behind 
closed doors, members of the global public have protested and resisted most seed advances. When 
American seed corporations lobbied Congress to patent seeds in the 1970s, the religious community 
warned the public of potential problems (Fowler 1994). During the biotechnological explosion, 
scientists and humanitarians warned the public that the seed giants such as Monsanto and Dupont 
had not properly tested the health and environmental outcomes of splicing different plant genes. 
Global citizens were so adamant that the ―terminator technology‖ never reach the market that the 
company halted release of the product. Some fear the promiscuous nature of plant reproduction—
native plants cross-pollinating with GM plants—will eliminate biodiversity, meaning the plethora of 
plant species on earth, which could have unanticipated and adverse environmental and health 
outcomes (Kloppenburg 2004; Shiva 2000). Because most of the seed that produces the world food 
supply were bred and derived from the same genes, scientists fear a plight of epic proportions. 
Subsequently, the EU banned the sale and cultivation of GM seed for fear GM plants would wipe 
out local and organic agriculture.  
In the late 1990s a small Texas rice company patented basmati claiming they had made a 
novel American version (Pringle 2007). Basmati rice is unique to India and has a long and special 
history there. Biopiracy is a term coined by agricultural activists in the developing world to describe 
companies like RiceTec who gather exotic genes and breed them with local versions of the same 
crop to patent something ―new.‖ Eco-feminist Shiva (2000) is concerned that ―claiming invention 
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for plant varieties denies both the creativity of nature on the one hand of farmers on the other‖ (p. 
86). South Africa, Brazil, and other nations with rich plant genetic resources have taken measures to 
protect themselves against biopiracy. If corporations are allowed to make claims of invention, 
Basmati farmers, for example, could be penalized ―for infringing on the RiceTec‘s patent‖ (86). 
Then Indian farmers would be forced to pay royalties to RiceTec. However, RiceTec was denied the 
basmati patent. Journalist, Pringle estimates the Southern Hemisphere has lost billions of dollars to 
the pharmaceutical and big seed industry that continues to win support from the World Trade 
Organization. 
Since the 1980s the United States used the General Agreement on Trades and Tariffs 
(GATT), which is now the World Trade Organization (WTO), to introduce other nations to their 
intellectual property laws. The trade related aspects of intellectual property rights agreement (TRIPS) 
was drafted in 1994 at the end of the Uruguay Round by five of the most powerful nations and 
without input from the South. TRIPS protects patent holders for 17 years. However, members of 
the WTO did not consider that plant genetic resources are considered by many in the developing 
world to be the common heritage of mankind and not private property, and that property rights are 
a uniquely Western concept. Farmers in the developing world are being pushed by the WTO and 
their local governments to give up the practice of seed saving and trading because it violates 
international property laws.  
These farmers complain that TRIPS allows already profitable transnational corporations to 
monopolize the seed industry and exploit small farmers (Shiva 2000). Corporations such as 
Monsanto have made the case for genetically modified (GM) seed abroad with elaborate advertising 
campaigns that promote the seed as a technology that reduces the need for fertilizer, dramatically 
increases yield, and prevents world hunger (PBS 2007). However, Shiva argues that there is no 
evidence to support the biotech industry‘s claims. But farmers are seduced by the promises of 
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advertisements and take loans from rogue lenders because they will not likely be approved by state 
banks. They use the money to buy expensive GM seed, fertilizer, and pesticide. Often times the crop 
fails because the small farmer does not have the proper irrigation to grow GM seed. If and when the 
crop fails, sometimes farmers drink the same pesticides they bought to protect the GM seed to 
commit suicide (PBS 2007, Shiva 2000).  
Subsidies 
The world‘s smallest subsistence farmers must compete with industrial agricultural giants 
who often have patents protecting their seeds and subsidies safeguarding their farmers‘ products. 
Even though food subsidies go against the tenants of trade liberalization, they have not been 
eliminated at the World Trade Organization (WTO) and continue to affect the unevenness of world 
agriculture (Rosset 2006). Subsidies are directly connected to global dumping practices. Dumping 
refers to the practice of unloading excess surplus of a commodity on the market for prices under the 
cost of production. The United States dumps agricultural surplus on countries in need of food as 
food aid, which looks like a humanitarian gesture on the surface but often freezes local farmers out 
of their livelihood (Thurow and Killman 2009).  
The United States Farm Bill is the omnibus legislation that decides American subsidies, food 
stamps, nutrition guidelines, conservation initiatives, and also global market prices for storable 
commodities such as cotton, corn, wheat, and rice (Imhoff 2007). Storable commodity farmers in 
the Midwestern region of the U.S. are encouraged to overproduce because they are paid for their 
crop whether it fails or produces high yields. The Environmental Working Group (2010), who has 
been tracking subsidies distributed by the USDA for 17 years, estimates that the USDA provided 
over $74 billion to corn farmers between 1995 and 2009. This drives the price of corn, cotton, and 
wheat to levels with which no one can compete. Subsidized corn has become the cornerstone of the 
American meal, making an appearance in everything from soft drinks to microwave meals. The 
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biggest purchasers and processors of corn are food transnationals. Animal farmers use corn to fatten 
pigs, chickens, and beef for consumption, but a diet high in meat, fried corn based products, and 
high-fructose corn syrup, has been linked to obesity and diabetes. 
Cotton prices are also notoriously distorted by subsidies. Rosset (2006) explains that in the 
U.S. ―2001-2 subsidies totaled some US $2.3 billion, while the EU provided US$700million and 
China $1.2 billion‖ (36). Even though the WTO has deemed this practice unfair, the U.S., EU, and 
China have been slow to reduce their subsidy regime. Subsidies encourage the farmers of these 
nations to create an excess of cotton because they are ensured a profit regardless of the market price. 
But this practice has decimated cotton production in poorer countries, especially in Africa and India, 
where cotton accounts for a significant portion of their GDP but is not subsidized. Brazil has 
accused the United States of violating the WTO cap of ―US$1.6 billion/year on cotton subsidies, 
and of providing an additional US$1.7 billion in credits to manufacturers and agribusiness to buy 
American cotton‖ (37). But the U.S. claimed that the cotton subsidies are not directly related to 
production and, therefore, are not illegal under the WTO. The battle between the U.S. and Brazil 
finally came to an end in 2009 when the U.S. began subsidizing Brazil‘s cotton farmers (National 
Public Radio 2010). 
The Bretton Woods system—the International Monetary Fund (IMF), World Bank, and, 
now, the World Trade Organization (WTO)—a multilateral institution that watches over global 
exchange rates, development, and world trade has a history of encouraging nations to reduce food 
subsidy programs through loan conditions and consultations (Peet 2003). In 1977 riots erupted in 
Egypt because the government lifted subsidies on a few foods after a consultation with the IMF, the 
U.S., Saudi Arabia and Kuwait. Twenty-four people died in these riots. Similarly in 1981 the 
Democratic Workers‘ Confederation in Casablanca called for a general strike after the IMF required 
the Moroccan government to lift subsidies as a condition for a loan designed to stabilize the 
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economy. Removing the subsidies raised the price of butter, wheat, and sugar to exorbitant prices. 
The subsequent Moroccan riots resulted in between 66 (official report) and 637 (unofficial 
estimation) deaths. More recently, The Economist (2010) reports that residents of the capital city 
Maputo, Mozambique have rioted and barricaded roads in protest of elevated bread prices. Not 
being able to eat or feed one‘s family often pushes already oppressed people to the edge. 
Activists and policy analysts Patel (2007) and Bello (2009) agree that food riots in parts of 
Africa, the Caribbean, and Southeast Asia are the result of several factors including subsidies, the 
American demand for biofuels, global demand for meat, and the increasing price of oil. Food riots, 
they argue, tend to erupt in countries that have been encouraged to embrace free trade at the 
expense of governmental support for farmers. Because it is less expensive for developing countries 
like Haiti to buy basic foods from the U.S. or E.U., which have subsidy regimes, instead of relying 
on their own farmers, these countries tend not to have food reserves for emergencies. If the price of 
a food suddenly rises in these countries, the poorest people are left unable to purchase basic 
necessities. Subsidies reinforce an uneven playing field for food trade and run contrary to the 
principles of trade liberalization. 
Neoliberalism, Trade Liberalization, and Structural Adjustment 
A neoliberal governed food system privileges free trade, efficiency and mass production of 
food using monocultures, and protection of the intellectual property rights of corporations that 
produce ―unique‖ and/or genetically modified (GM) seed and food. The International Monetary 
Fund (IMF) and the World Bank have saturated agriculture with neoliberal policies through 
structural adjustment programs (Bello 2009; Weiss 2007). Geographer Peet (2003) explains, the 
structural part of adjustment means ―changing the structure of incentives towards profit orientation, 
increasing the role of markets as compared with states and augmenting private property rights; and 
restructuring the sectoral composition of an economy towards tradable (and especially exportable) 
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goods‖ (126-27). Because structural adjustment has not been helpful to the least developed 
countries, the World Bank no longer promotes it. The logic of structural adjustment draws from 
classical liberalism. To boost a domestic economy, the nation-state is directed to open its markets to 
international trade. Farmers are then encouraged to specialize in an agricultural product that will 
collect high prices abroad such as asparagus or cut flowers. To help concentrate labor and 
production appropriately on high priced commodities, the borrowing nation is encouraged to buy 
agricultural products from foreign farmers that can produce it for less than it can be produced at 
home. 
Once the nation has opened its markets it must be able to maintain a trade balance and pay 
off its debt. Neoliberalism attributes debt and trade imbalances to state interference with market 
forces such as subsidies, tariffs, regulation, and public ownership of industries and services, etc. 
(Weiss 2007). By eliminating the state‘s role in agriculture—state supply of seed, fertilizer, water—
structural adjustment policies ―force capital, resources and labor to shift within or between 
economic sectors in line with the reified law of comparative advantage (i.e. toward the most 
internationally competitive industries or firms)‖ (119). This should increase the nation‘s access to 
diverse cheap imports and help them concentrate their efforts on commodities that will produce the 
most liquidity. The free market is expected to eliminate food security problems. 
The World Trade Organization (WTO) imposes neoliberal policies on farmers by requiring 
most new member states, the least developed countries being the exception, to roll back tariffs and 
subsidies protecting agriculture (Weiss 2007). The commitments of the WTO‘s Agreement on 
Agriculture (AoA) are to enhance market access for exporting parties by eliminating tariffs, export 
subsidies, and some domestic supports (Rosset 2006). This means that governments lose their 
capacity to limit imports by volumes and quotas. Their power to affect domestic competition with 
imports by value or tariffs is radically reduced. This is significant because tariffs are often the only 
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tool a government can use to restrain imports from flooding their markets and protect small 
farmers. Whereas tariffs are supposed to be eliminated over time, the WTO has a multicolored 
rating system to designate the appropriateness of domestic supports.4  
One author describes neoliberal practices forwarded by the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF) and the World Trade Organization (WTO) as ―kicking away the ladder‖ because structural 
adjustment programs deny developing countries the same protectionist measures such as subsidies 
that made great the U.S. and E.U.‘s agricultural sectors (Chang 2003). Weiss (2007) elaborates, ―In 
this view, forcing liberalization upon the weak industrialized economies is either naively ahistorical 
or utterly duplicitous‖ (122). Structural adjustment programs and neoliberal lending and trading 
policies may have undone steps taken by humanitarian institutions such as the United Nations to 
reduce world hunger in the 1970s and 1980s. In fact the UN reports that world hunger statistics 
have increased in the last two decades. This seems to correspond with structural adjustment 
programs and increased trade liberalization, a theme I will cover with depth in chapter three. 
Text and the Structure of the Dissertation: The Food Sovereignty versus Food Security Debate 
The health of the food system is directly related to the health of individuals and the earth. 
Food riots and the recent increase of scholarship designed to critique the global food economy may 
be early warnings that our system is dysfunctional or even in jeopardy. However, recent studies of 
the food economy are conspicuously absent of an examination of the way the food system is 
constructed and reified discursively. This dissertation will function as a starting place from whence 
to understand rhetorics of food production and the nature of resistance designed to challenge them.  
Chapter Two: A Rhetorical Geography 
                                                 
4
 See Peter Rosset‟s Food is Different. An “amber box” subsidy is considered trade distorting. Amber box subsidies 
include payments to farmers and both specific and non-specific product subsidies, for example, paying all farmers in 
advance for the production of corn. Developed countries are allowed to keep a total of amber box support that is 
“equivalent to up to 5 % of total agricultural development,” developing countries are allowed 10%, and the least 
developed are exempt from eliminating amber box subsidies (84-5). A blue box indicates programs that “direct 
payments to farmers that limit production” and a green box “includes measure that are assumed to have no effect on 
production, such as public sector financing of research” (83). 
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A critic, according to Jasinski (2001), defines her object of study as a certain type of thing, 
for example, a historical period or literature. A rhetorical critic defines her object as having significant 
rhetorical dimensions, and analyzes the object to flesh out these important features. Many of the 
authors of food and agriculture studies reviewed in this chapter define their object of study as the 
food economy, which in the narrowest sense designates that these authors analyze and critique 
global relations of production and consumption (Bello 2009; Kloppenburg 2004; McMichael 2000; 
Patel 2007; Rosset 2006; Weiss 2007). None, however, have examined the discursive and rhetorical 
dimensions of the food economy that reify and enable these relations. Within this dissertation I 
examine a social struggle to define food and agriculture policies that emerged in response to global 
food riots, which surfaced in response to global food price increases. While relations of production 
and consumption are important to this dissertation, they are secondary to identifying the rhetorical 
practices that constitute a contemporary food struggle.  
I am calling my orientation to object, method, and theory a rhetorical geography. I define 
rhetoric as constitutive, which means I focus on the role of public performance in constituting 
controversies, events, subjects, problems, and solutions (Greene 1998, p. 19). The central object of a 
rhetorical geography, and this dissertation, is a social struggle to define food problems and solutions, 
not the entirety of a social or economic system. Rhetoricians have debated the theoretical 
parameters and contours of a social controversy (Olson and Goodnight 1994; Phillips 1999). In their 
analysis of arguments for and against wearing fur, Olson and Goodnight define controversy as ―an 
extended rhetorical engagement that critiques, resituates, and develops communication practices 
bridging the public and personal spheres‖ (249). The authors claim that social controversy obstructs 
conventions, thereby causing problems for deliberation and the achievement of consensus. Later 
Phillips (1999) critiqued the authors‘ choice to situate controversy within the public sphere, 
redefining the objectives and telos of a social controversy using LaClau and Mouffe‘s (2001) 
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articulation theory. Phillips‘ conception of social controversy is concerned with discursive practice 
not the public sphere. However, neither Phillips nor Olson and Goodnight explore the unique 
circumstances and tensions that arise from social struggles that span continents and hemispheres. 
Like Phillips, I will deploy articulation theory to guide my analysis and interpretation of the 
global struggle that emerged after the 2008 food riots, due to the efficacy of its critical emphasis on 
social attempts to situate and alter meaning with rhetorical practice. Ernesto LaClau and Chantal 
Mouffe‘s (2001) Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic Politics has influenced the 
popularization of articulation theory in rhetorical studies (Deluca 1999, Greene 1998, Hall 1986, 
Phillips 1999). In their book LaClau and Mouffe provide a post-structural make-over to Marxist 
theories of class struggle and Gramsci‘s notion of hegemony. The authors define society as a 
relatively sutured social space wherein discourses are at play in an attempt to centralize the meaning 
of ideas, processes, and objects such as food and agriculture. Drawing upon Foucault, LaClau and 
Mouffe emphasize the discursive nature of democratic social struggle. Discourse describes beliefs 
and structural positions that gain momentum and regularity as members of an organization, group, 
government, and etc. ―routinely engage in arguments and discussions, and produce analyses and 
classification, that transform a relatively loose set of beliefs‖ into something more systematic 
(Delanda 2006, p. 75).  
Articulation defines a subject or social group‘s attempt to link words laden with culturally 
specific ideas, beliefs, and values, what they call elements, in order to fix or alter identity and 
meaning. A rhetorical text is the culmination of an articulating subject—essays, letters, modes of 
performance, a list of demands, policy deliberations, etc. Articulation is part theory of how 
discursive elements interact within rhetorical practice, and part instrument of challenging discursive 
attempts to close a social space, which they call a hegemonic discourse. Antagonisms and resulting 
social struggles are efforts to oppose, re-articulate, or disarticulate a hegemonic discourse with 
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rhetorical practice (Deluca 1999). This theory‘s emphasis on social struggle and the linking of 
discourses within rhetorical practice supplies aspects of the intra-textual mapping component of a 
rhetorical geography.  
Within this dissertation ―geography‖ serves as a metaphor for my orientation to text—
exploring and (re)presenting information that can be rendered into written maps of power and 
resistance—and also to address criticisms of articulation theory, while arguing for the importance of 
considering discursive practices in tandem with non-discursive factors such as landscape, 
geographical space, and flows of capital. Foucualt (1972), materialist rhetorician Cloud (1994) and 
critical geographers such as Harvey (2006) and Soja (2010) help re-situate articulation theory‘s 
emphasis on just discourse and draw parallels between the articulation of a problem and uneven 
geographical development. Within this dissertation I separate the non-discursive from the discursive 
by focusing on ‗what is‘ within the moment—practices, processes, events, institutions, objects, 
climate, etc. ‗What is‘ is typically the most obvious feature of the moment. Right now, you are 
reading this dissertation. However, as soon as the mind interprets the non-discursive, and labels it 
with concepts, adjectives, nouns and verbs, the non-discursive transitions to the discursive. 
Discovering ‗what is‘ has a way of illuminating rhetorical practice and how they work to define the 
moment. 
A rhetorical geographer selects a terrain of confrontation, which can be defined by the 
presence of one or more social controversy. For LaClau and Mouffe, a social controversy is the 
outcome of subjects attempting to redefine a seemingly unanimous assumption of belief, a 
hegemonic discourse, in this case neoliberal-globalization. As such the heart of a rhetorical 
geography is a discourse, because the assumptions that constitute neoliberal-globalization, 
industrialization, or capitalism, for instance, are pulsing throughout the controversy. The terrain of 
confrontation in this dissertation is comprised of texts in support of food security (chapter 4) and 
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food sovereignty (chapter 5). The outcomes of applying rhetorical geography to the food system are 
cartographies of power and resistance.  
By cartography I mean a metaphor for chapter 4 and 5‘s contents. These chapters will 
provide a representation of how food politics are rendered into geographic, material, rhetorical, 
economic, social and political conditions. I have selected to analyze the proceedings of Senate 
Foreign Relations Committee meetings and a Borlaug Dialogue both of which were designed to 
influence international food policy. I call the participants of these meetings and conferences 
proponents of food security. I also chose to analyze the essays and modes of resistance employed by 
proponents of food sovereignty, a movement fundamentally opposed to food security. I selected the 
controversy between proponents of food security and food sovereignty because the discourse of 
neoliberal-globalization is interwoven within both articulations. A rhetorical geographer focuses her 
analysis of text on rhetors‘ articulations of the problem and solutions. The way rhetors articulate a 
problem and solutions has far reaching consequences such as policy, and therefore food availability. 
My approach to criticism and the results of analysis are best suited to rhetoricians interested in 
linking their work to global civil society or subjects engaged in defining and providing solutions to 
social problems.  
Chapter 3 ―Food Hegemony: Agriculture and the Discourse of Neoliberal-Globalization‖ 
Foucault‘s notion of discourse and LaClau and Mouffe‘s notion of antagonism are of 
particular significance to a cartographic perspective because both guide the rhetorical geographer‘s 
selection of text and, later, analysis. After identifying a controversy to investigate, the rhetorical 
geographer analyzes and outlines the historical circumstances surrounding the emergence of a 
discourse, and the subjects, organizations, and institution that espouse the discourse. In chapter 3, I 
define neoliberal-globalization as a discourse propagated by specific actors. The discourse of 
neoliberal-globalization emerged in the 1970s as an approach to politics, economics, and social 
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institutions. The discourse represents a revival of Adam Smith‘s approach to economics, who 
purports the economy functions best without legal or political restrictions, which was widely 
embraced by U.S. and U.K. politicians and academics. These nations had a hand in making the 
assumptions of neoliberal-globalization commonsense to the masses.  
Today, the institutions that have influenced the global proliferation of neoliberalism are the 
World Trade Organization (WTO), the International Monetary Fund (IMF), and the World Bank 
(WB). Their influence on trade, deficit and balance of payment options, the extent a nation-state can 
spend on the public and agriculture, interest and exchange rates, regulations, and property rights, 
affect families‘ capacity to access and produce culturally appropriate food. This means that the 
discourse and execution of neoliberal policies influences and also usurps national government‘s 
fiscal, trade, and social policies, as well as food production and consumption. In order to understand 
how neoliberalism influences global food and agriculture, this chapter summarizes WTO, WB, and 
IMF food policy and considers criticisms of these policies. 
Chapter 4 Articulating a Cartography of Power:  
Neoliberalism, Subsidies, and Double-Standards within the Race to Secure Food 
Madeline Albright noted at the 2008 ―Clinton Global Initiative Annual Meeting‖ on poverty 
alleviation, that there are countless ways to describe the food crisis but none are as effective in 
eliciting political support as calling the issue one of ―national security.‖ Poverty and hunger, she 
explains, are directly related to violence and terrorism. Before food riots and crises arrived on the 
political scene, food security literally referred to the household or government‘s capacity to secure 
food through domestic or foreign production. However, food security has acquired a new meaning 
that is influencing the direction of U.S. foreign policy and international aid. A rhetorical geographer 
begins by exploring a social controversy i.e. antagonism in search of a hegemonic discourse. She 
then traces the hegemonic discourse as it is equivocated and differentiated within particular 
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rhetorical practices—speaking at a hearing, participating on a panel about food crisis, writing letters, 
issuing demands, performing, and etc. This chapter analyzes the proceedings of two Senate Foreign 
Relations Committee Meetings, a Borlaug Dialogue, and a special edition of Science magazine, all of 
which were designed to inform policy and define parameters and potential solutions to issues of 
food security.  
I specifically selected the proceedings of conferences, Senate Hearings, and the views of the 
scientific and corporate community, because all of the experts who are a part of these discursive 
events directly or indirectly inform national and international policy and, therefore, have a hand in 
reifying and reiterating the hegemony of discourses such as neoliberalism. I am literally following the 
path Angus (1992), Delanda (2006), Foucault (1972), and LaClau and Mouffe (2001) suggest a 
discourse or articulation will take to become hegemonic. Moreover, once espoused through 
rhetorical practice, food security and, therefore neoliberalism, have the potential to impact the 
globe‘s capacity to secure food, influence public opinion, and create the illusion of consensus or 
commonsense approaches to agriculture and food production. Internationally, there are thousands 
of food security texts in circulation. I targeted texts local to the United States because our position 
on trade contradicts with our national agricultural policies, which could be perpetuating food 
security problems all over the globe. I was curious to discover whether or not experts would 
acknowledge the ramifications of this contradiction, and the degree to which the discourse of 
neoliberalism informs the American approach to food security.  
While I define neoliberalism as a hegemonic discourse in chapter 3, chapter 4 explicates how 
neoliberalism informs food security articulations and policy. On the surface, politicians, policy 
makers, corporate moguls, and scientists articulate food crises and shortages as a moral imperative 
and threat to national security, arguing in particular that ―hungry people are desperate people.‖ Food 
and hunger‘s relationship to violence and political instability, however, are more dynamic and 
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complicated than this suggestion. Therefore, I argue that ―moral‖ and ―security‖ disguises interests 
that are better described as imperialistic, neoliberal, and biopolitical.  
To demonstrate the material conditions behind food security policy, chapter 4 begins on the 
streets of Haiti in 2008 when food prices spiraled out of the public‘s reach causing some to protest 
and others to resort to violence. Food policy critics such as Patel blame recent food crises on a 
recent revival of trade liberalization, which conflict with American and European subsidy regimes. 
Whereas American trade representatives and WTO trade policy seek to minimize barriers to trade, 
the U.S. heavily subsidizes food commodities such as corn, wheat, milk, and cotton through its Farm 
Bill. American and European subsidies impact other nation‘s capacity to compete in the market. 
Therefore, the most recent U.S. Farm Bill, called the ―2008 Food, Conservation, and Energy act,‖ is 
key to understanding how the United States impacts food prevalence and shortages worldwide as 
well as arguments for food security. Rather than analyze the entirety of the Farm Bill, which is 
extensive, I will highlight policies that affect subsidies, trade, and food security.  
To contrast domestic U.S. policy with America‘s international position on food, I conduct a 
close reading of participants‘ statements at the 2009 Senate Foreign Relations Committee hearing 
entitled ―Alleviating Global Hunger: Challenges and Opportunities for U.S. Leadership‖ and a 2010 
hearing called, ―Promoting Global Food Security: Next Steps for Congress and the Administration‖ 
for emergent themes. U.S. Senate foreign relations committee meetings are designed to examine and 
shape American foreign policy. The committee is responsible for overseeing the foreign policy 
agencies of the U.S. government, including the State Department, the U.S. Agency for International 
Development, the Millennium Challenge Corporation, and the Peace Corps.  
The Borlaug Dialogue is an international symposium that runs in conjunction with the 
World Food Prize, which rewards one person‘s outstanding contribution to food and agriculture. 
The symposium brings together leaders in food and agriculture from all over the world—CEO‘s, 
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agriculture ministers, academics, financiers, non-profits—to discuss solutions to world hunger and 
malnutrition. The theme of the 2009 Borlaug Dialogue is ―Food, Agriculture, and National Security 
in a Globalized World.‖ I had access to transcripts of round table discussions about food, 
agriculture, and security, which I read for emergent themes. 
Without delving too deeply into scientific arguments for genetically modified seed and food, 
chapter 4 also outlines the basis of the scientific community‘s support of food security. Some 
scientists from the United States and Europe believe that biotechnology can play a positive role in 
achieving global food security. I will summarize and conduct a close reading of a special edition of 
the journal Science and their author‘s position on food security. I will also review any public or 
mediated statements I can glean that describe transnational food corporation‘s support for food 
security. In short, this chapter outlines a cartography of power that begins at the institutional level, 
moves to policy as food security supplants and benefits transnational corporations, which influence 
on-the-ground agricultural production and consumption patterns.  
Chapter 5 Articulating Farmers‘ Struggles: La Vía Campesina, Food Sovereignty, and a Cartography 
of Resistance 
Chapter 5 begins at a small-scale organic farm in Boulder, CO. Subsistent, organic, and 
sustainable agriculture are a few alternatives to large-scale industrial farming. This chapter reviews 
food sovereignty, a term coined by the transnational grassroots movement La Vía Campesina in 
1994, and literature pertaining to the role of non-profits, grassroots, and activist networks in global 
civil society. Food sovereignty is the most ardent rearticulation of food security. Using the language 
of human rights, advocates of food sovereignty denounce the concept of food security and green 
revolution practices, especially genetically modified seed. These peasants, farmers, and activists are 
calling for increased access to culturally appropriate foods, sustainable and ecologically sound 
agriculture practices, the power to define their own agricultural systems, and reclamation of 
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corporate farm land. Food activists Rosset and Patel, and Pimbert, Director of the Sustainable 
Agriculture, Biodiversity and Livelihoods Program at the International Institute for Environment 
and Development (IIED) in London have issued public definitions, declarations of food 
sovereignty, and reports on how to proceed with food sovereignty practices in books and as policy 
recommendations.  
This chapter will begin with a thematic summary of Rosset, Patel, and Pimbert‘s notion of 
food sovereignty and move to the websites of other proponents. Proponents of food sovereignty 
such as the Muscogee Tribe in Oklahoma, Navdanya an Indian organization, make up an activist 
network in support of food sovereignty, called La Vía Campesina. I selected the public statements, 
editorials, modes of performance, and manifestos of La Vía Campesina because their texts represent 
one of the more ardent oppositions to a neoliberal approach to food security.  The small farmers of 
the food sovereignty movement represent an unintended consequence of a neoliberal approach to 
agriculture, and therefore a marginalized perspective. My assumption is that a comprehensive 
understanding of how a discourse or articulation functions within rhetorical practice can help the 
reader make informed or creative decisions about the discourse. Neoliberalism, food security, and 
food sovereignty, while seemingly intelligent and well-meaning approaches to food crisis, may not be 
informing the best approaches.  
After exploring how this network operates via their websites and declarations of food 
sovereignty, I will conduct a close read of the contents of these texts for themes. I highlight how 
proponents of food sovereignty attempt to re/disarticulate industrial agriculture, neoliberalism, and 
food security. In this chapter articulations of food sovereignty construct a cartography of resistance 
in an attempt to address the systemic exclusion of peasants and subsistence farmers from access to 
land, water, and natural resources (Paget-Clark 2009). In the conclusion (chapter 6) I will evaluate 
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these case studies in light of my research questions, explore the implications of this study, and 
discuss rhetorical fault lines within the food economy. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 2 
Rhetorical Geography 
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In this chapter I advance an orientation to critical inquiry, which I am calling a rhetorical 
geography, because of this orientation‘s emphasis on exploring, mapping, and (re)presenting 
networks of rhetorical practices as they travel across diverse spaces. A rhetorical geography draws 
from articulation theory (LaClau and Mouffe, 2001), critical rhetoric (McKerrow 1989, 1991, 1993), 
critical-cultural geography (Harvey 2006, 2001; Soja 2010), and contributes to literature pertaining to 
social controversy (Olson and Goodnight 1994; Phillips 1999) and rhetoric‘s materiality (Blair 1997, 
1999; Charland 1987; Cloud 1994; Greene 1998; McGee 1982; McGuire 1990). The earliest maps 
were thought to have been created to help people find their way through the unfamiliar and ―reduce 
their fear of the unknown‖ (Turchi 2004, p. 11). Maps helped individuals find their way to life-
sustaining resources such as underwater rivers in the desert and avoid dangers. As author Turchi 
explains, ―To ask for a map is to say, ‗Tell me a story‘‖ (p. 11). Similarly, a rhetorical geography helps 
the critic understand and analyze a social controversy. 
Cartography has been a central component of the discipline of geography, but also writing. 
Within the discipline of geography, cartography has served as a ―basic tool for conjoining the 
geographer‘s art with the exercise of political and economic power‖ (Harvey 2001, 219). In the 
colonial era, cartography laid the foundation for territorial rights for the Europeans in Africa, the 
Americas, Australia, and some of Asia, which divided the continents and people into governable 
producers of capital. Much like the process of writing, cartography is about exploring and presenting 
information (Turchi 2004). By exploration, Turchi means some sort of ―premeditated searching‖ 
such as reading and taking notes, drawing connections between reoccurring themes, or writing 
drafts. The presentation part of mapping portends to ―locating, identifying, and bounding 
phenomena and thereby situating events, processes and things within a coherent spatial frame 
(Harvey 2001, 220).‖ A rhetorical geographer selects and explores a terrain of confrontation, 
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including the way subjects, groups, and institutions have bounded discursive and non-discursive 
phenomena into a coherent frame. Similar to the subjects who have bounded discursive phenomena 
through rhetorical practice, the rhetorical geographer is also making decisions about presentation. 
For example, I intend to render elite and resistant discourses into written maps in chapters 4 and 5. 
The challenge of being a cartographer of discursive, non-discursive, and rhetorical practice is 
rendering the three-dimensional into two-dimensional space. In the world of map making there is no 
such thing as objectivity and every map contains some sort of representational bias. I am defining 
rhetoric as constitutive, which means I focus on the role of public performance in constituting 
circumstances, events, subjects, problems and solutions (Greene 1998, p. 19).  
LaClau and Mouffe‘s (2001) articulation theory guides the rhetorical geographer to specific 
representations, mainly antagonisms, elements, and hegemonic discourse. I perceive a hegemonic 
discourse similarly to an urban center or metropolis, such as New York City, because the hegemonic 
discourse influences the meaning of elements, similarly to how a metropolis influences particular 
aspects of surrounding towns, parks, pit stops, and other areas of interest woven together by 
interstates. These areas of interest serve as indicators of the lay of the land, the condition of the 
terrain, and the shape of borders. Within a rhetorical geography, the articulation of elements 
function similarly to areas of interest on a map in that they are nodal points of particular arguments, 
audiences, presentations, modes of performance and topoi such as land, seed, and food. I am calling 
neoliberalism, a discourse I explore in chapter 3, a hegemonic or predominant discourse of 
contemporary food politics because proponents of food security emphasize neoliberal solutions to 
food crises and proponents of food sovereignty are attempting to shift this emphasis.  
A rhetorical geographer explores the way an element has been defined in relationship or 
opposition to a hegemonic discourse. An antagonism is the outcome of contradictory articulations 
or rhetorical practices, which are competing to define a particular social reality. Antagonisms arise 
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from discourses such as neoliberalism that are used so often in relationship to other discursive 
elements, for instance food or sustainability, that they may seem like commonsense to particular 
parties—that is until subjects attempt to differentiate food from what is assumed to be common 
knowledge. The antagonism I evaluate in latter chapters is between proponents of food security 
(chapter 4) and food sovereignty (chapter 5). For LaClau and Mouffe, elements, which describes the 
actual words constructing each rhetorical practice, are the building blocks of articulation and, 
therefore, social controversy. Food security represents one articulation and response to the 2008 
food riots. Proponents of food security emphasize the elements neoliberal, industrial, and 
bioscientific solutions to food crises. A rhetor who proposes a neoliberal solution to food crisis, for 
instance, will recommend ―market based solutions‖ meaning the national government should free 
the market from any regulations impeding the flow of trade. When the market is free of import 
tariffs, nations that have industrialized farming systems can unload cheap food in the newly 
liberalized market.  Vice-versa, according to neoliberal economic theory, without trade barriers the 
nations with struggling food economies will find new market niches for their product. However, this 
is only a theory. In reality the market is composed of free-market and protectionist, or conflicting, 
approaches to agriculture. Market based solutions are beneficial for the corporations that can buy 
subsidized food and process it for consumption, but this food can devastate small farmers who 
cannot compete with subsidies. Similarly, bioscientific solutions, which are often patented, such as 
genetically modified seed, are assumed to provide the best harvests for struggling farmers. Within 
debates about how best to tackle food crisis, neoliberal, industrial, and bioscience have become 
hegemonic articulations and, therefore, important elements of food security. 
A rhetorical geographer begins by exploring a social controversy i.e. antagonism in search of 
a hegemonic discourse. She then traces the hegemonic discourse as it is equivocated and 
differentiated within particular rhetorical practices—speaking at a Senate Foreign Relations 
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Committee meeting, participating on a panel about food crisis, writing letters, issuing demands, 
performing, and etc. Because a rhetorical geography begins with disagreement, the critic uses what 
articulating subjects have in common to launch her analysis and thematization of elements such as 
neoliberalism, food, or climate: A particular interpretation of a problem and solutions. Within 
international social struggles, especially, the way a rhetor defines a problem and a corresponding 
solution has far reaching consequences, even material impacts. Through focusing on co-
constructions of the problem and solutions, the rhetorical geographer can both identify pertinent 
nodal points and explore tensions between the discursive and non-discursive.  
While articulation theory emphasizes the discursive properties of social controversy, a 
rhetorical geography explores the relationship between symbolic interpretations of food crises and 
actuality or the material world. I am using ‗mapping‘ as a metaphor for my approach to text but also 
to address criticisms of articulation theory and argue for the importance of considering landscape, 
geographical space, flows of capital, and materiality in rhetorical criticism. For example, consider the 
difference between the highly mechanized fields of monocultures that pepper the mid-west region 
of the U.S., which inform many influential American‘s perspective of farming, in comparison to the 
arid rocky fields of Vidarbha, India that constitute their ―suicide‖ or cotton belt.5 Even the most 
provincial American farms have better irrigation and access to infrastructure and markets then the 
majority of the globes‘ small farmers. When policy makers debate how to help small farmers in 
regions such as Afghanistan, or Ethiopia these material differences do not always make their way 
into the dialogue. Moreover, the way proponents of food security define food problems influences 
potential solutions, which have both material and symbolic significance. For example, food security 
is currently influencing the direction of national and international legislation, agricultural 
                                                 
5
 Vidarbha is called the suicide belt because so many farmers have taken their lives in their struggle to farm and 
compete in the global market. These „unproductive‟ areas are often the target of foreign policy debates like food 
security. 
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development, particular flows of global capital, land-use, and farming practices, but food security 
may not be the best approach for the globe‘s small farmers. Once the rhetorical geographer gleans a 
comprehensive understanding of how diverse subjects articulate the problem and solutions, she is 
primed to render these discourses in cartographies of power and resistance. She can then assess the 
cracks and fault lines of each map.  
Debating the Role of the Critic: The Rise and Fall of Object and Method in Rhetorical Studies 
The last time a rhetoric journal held a symposium on method was the Western Journal of Speech 
Communication’s special 1990 edition on rhetorical criticism. Featured authors included Michael Leff 
and Andrew Sachs, Michael McGee, Dilip Goanker, Celeste Condit, and John Angus Campbell. 
Each explores the tension between method and object in rhetorical practice. Dilip Goanker‘s (1990) 
meta-analysis of Leff and McGee‘s interpretation of object and method brings these authors to the 
center of the symposium. Goanker juxtaposes the historical trajectory of Leff‘s close reading with 
McGee‘s textual fragments to chart what he calls the dissolution of the rhetorical object, ostensibly 
something exacerbated by rhetorical method. A close reading aims for an interpretive understanding 
of the complexity of an oratorical object, exemplary speeches, in search of unfolding arguments and 
ideas, while McGee‘s textual fragments direct the critic to examine exterior relationships between a 
text and its sources, surrounding culture, and its capacity to influence. Close reading, Goanker 
contends, rescues the object of rhetorical criticism from ―globalization,‖ while the latter transforms 
this dissolution into a condition of social life or postmodernity (308). Although Goanker is careful 
to describe Leff and McGee‘s methods as complimentary, this article has the effect of polarizing 
what rhetoricians do as either analysis and interpretation of great speeches (modern) or the 
construction of text using fragments of discursive material (postmodern).  
 Rhetoricians have long debated the significance of object, method, and the role of the critic 
in rhetorical studies. In the ―The Literary Criticism of Oratory‖ Herbert Wichelns (1925) documents 
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the waning influence of oratory in speech communication journals. At the time, he claimed oratory 
had lost its place to literature studies. His essay reviews and criticizes articles pertaining to oration, 
categorizes each author‘s method of criticism, and suggests a new direction. Wichelns argued that 
rhetorical critics should focus more specifically on the essence of the oratorical object and act—the 
orator‘s personality, public character, leading ideas, motivational appeals, style, mode of expression, 
delivery, preparatory habits, a description of the audience, and the effect of oratory on the audience. 
In short, he outlined neo-Aristotelian criticism, defining the essence of the rhetorical object as 
antithetical to aesthetic discourse such as poetry or literature. Wichelns considered the oratorical 
object unique because the critic is bound to the occasion and audience, whereas poetry was generally 
thought to be autonomous, coherent, and stable. Neo-Aristotelian criticism would influence the 
direction of rhetorical criticism for several decades.  
 Wichelns‘ neo-Aristotelian criticism was not the only orientation to object, method, and 
criticism to appear in rhetoric journals, Ernest Wrage (1947) was also attempting to expand the 
rhetorical object to include ―a mosaic of documents.‖ Whereas Wichelns (1925) suggested a method 
for examining an oratorical text, Wrage defined text as something a critic can look through to glean 
a better understanding of culture. Edwin Black‘s (1965) Rhetorical Criticism: A Study in Method broke 
the reign of neo-Aristotelian criticism in rhetorical studies. In his book, Black attempts to conduct a 
neo-Aristotelian critique of John Chapman‘s ―Coatsville address‖ a speech that commemorates and 
laments the anniversary of the lynching and murder of a black man in the same town the speech was 
delivered. Chapman passionately shames the act and participants of the lynching, but because little 
was known about the effect of Chapman‘s speech on the audience, Black contends that the neo-
Aristotelian critic would evaluate the speech negatively. Because Chapman‘s speech does not sustain 
a mood, the main thesis has no means of proof, and the emotional appeal cannot be described 
consistently, the speech would not be considered a candidate for great oration. Black suggests that 
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instead of examining a speech formulaically, the critic must allow the speech to have a life of its 
own. The goal of criticism then becomes to find the text‘s proper context, consider what the speech 
actually says, and how it might shape perception. Because a text speaks for itself, method is 
unnecessary. 
 With the fall of the reign of neo-Aristotelian criticism, rhetorical critics moved in different 
directions. Some continued pursuing methodical studies, which stipulate specific research protocols 
or steps to be taken when analyzing a text. Leff (1980) explains that a method, ―in the most basic 
sense of the term, is a way into a subject, and depending on the nature of the subject and the 
inclinations of the student‖ can vary in specificity and application (349). Among the most popular 
are archetype, Burkeian, fantasy theme analysis, genre studies, narrative, Marxist, mythological, and 
symbolic analysis. In the late 1980s, however, rhetoricians began to move away from method.  
Raymie McKerrow‘s (1989) critical rhetoric marked a new direction and orientation to text. 
He did not consider critical rhetoric a method because he does not specify research protocols or 
reading strategies, rather critical rhetoric is an orientation or perspective that guides the critic‘s 
interaction with the world. Part of the task of the critical rhetorician is to reveal the ways in which 
discourse helps to create social and/or political oppression, but also establish the discursive 
conditions for emancipation. Thus McKerrow‘s project aims for a critique of domination, or how 
discourses oppress individuals, and for a critique of freedom, which is meant to be a means of 
discovering liberation through criticism. At the time he was writing, this mandated a radical 
reconceptualization of rhetorical object. Rather than examine public address, McKerrow directs the 
critic to look at symbols that address publics in search of doxastic understandings.  
Critical rhetoric challenged most key assumptions of text. McKerrow suggests rhetorical 
texts are not self-contained with a beginning middle and end, but fragmented messages that are parts 
of larger discourse formations. Texts do not reveal their persuasive force in discrete rhetorical 
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situations; rather fragments exert persuasive force, participate in political power relations, circulate 
through culture, migrate from one situation to another, and combine and collide with other 
fragments. Critical rhetoric assumes audiences will have polysemic or multiple reads of one text, 
which will influence perception but not cause things to happen.  
Critical rhetoricians and McGee (1990) shifted the locus of text from singular pieces of 
oratory to discursive fragments, intertextuality, and the way fragments reveal the nuances of 
postmodern culture. Leff (1990) came to represent an orientation to method, object, and criticism 
directed by a close reading of the text in order to understand its interior dynamic features. In this 
way the text is like a ―field of action‖ where textual elements play, conflict, and unfold sentence by 
sentence. He bridged the cleavage Wichelns placed between rhetoric and poetry, by focusing on the 
aesthetic properties (form) of a text in addition to representational content. But postmodern 
rhetoricians critiqued Leff‘s close reading for assuming the possibility of authorial intent. Because 
individuals are rarely exposed to whole or coherent texts, rhetoricians McKerrow and earlier Samuel 
Becker (1971) suggested the rhetorical critic document how audiences arrange rhetorical fragments. 
On a daily basis, subjects are bombarded by media snippets and bits of information. As the 1990 
Western Journal of Speech Communication’s symposium on rhetorical method and object demonstrates, 
rhetorical critics were marshalling different approaches to rhetorical object and method. 
James Jasinski (2001) revisits the Western symposium of 1990 in his article published in the 
same journal to identify ―The Status of Theory and Method in Rhetorical Criticism.‖ The author 
highlights two trends in rhetoric journals that mark a shift away from method based to conceptually-
oriented criticism. The conceptually-oriented critic may focus on one traditionally rhetorical concept 
such as decorum or kairos. While methodological criticism reflects a process of deduction ―a general 
method is applied to a specific case or object‖ he says the conceptually-oriented criticism utilizes a 
process of abduction or ―a back and forth tacking movement between text and concept that are 
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being investigated simultaneously‖ (256). Another trend models a social scientific orientation to 
theory. This orientation to criticism was first proposed by Michael Leff (1980), and Jasinski argues 
that it directly reshaped the nature of theory and practice in rhetorical criticism. Using Clifford 
Geertz‘s thickening metaphor, the social scientific orientation to rhetorical text attempts to add 
depth and breadth to theoretical concepts such as power, agency, resistance, etc. These critical 
studies are not related by method but conceptually. In other words, each text thickens the given 
concept.6  
Whereas method in rhetorical studies can be generalized as dominating the middle of the 
twentieth-century, recent trends demonstrate a move in the opposite direction with an interest in 
pushing rhetorical object in new directions. While some rhetoricians continue to focus on particular 
texts such as an exemplary speech, photograph, employing a method or allowing the transparency of 
the text to emerge, others continue to construct conceptually-oriented pieces of criticism, and some 
explicitly employ qualitative methods (Keränen 2007). Perhaps in conversation with literatures 
emphasizing the significance of everyday life as a portal into forces influencing human agency, (de 
Certeau 1988; Hauser 1999, 2008; Lefebvre 1991) some rhetoricians explore the relationship 
between rhetoric, materiality, and transformative power by treating physical space and public 
memory as rhetorical text (Blair 1999; Cintron 1997; Dickinson 1997, 2002, 2006; Dickinson, Blair, 
& Ott, 2010; Stewart & Dickinson 2008, Simonson 2010). Many of these studies begin with everyday 
                                                 
6
 In other words, rhetoric‟s function is hermeneutical. According to Paul Ricoeur (1970) it is possible to distinguish 
between a hermeneutics of appreciation as interpretation of a text‟s meaning and a hermeneutics of suspicion as a 
search for distorted communication. The tension between appreciation and suspicion are also at play in the 
difference between a close read and critical rhetoric. Hyde and Smith (1979) have also attempted to construct a 
connection between rhetoric and hermeneutics. They described rhetoric as having an ontological function to make 
meaning known. Steven Mailloux (1985 1991) argued rhetoric‟s relationship to hermeneutics was more ontic than 
ontological. In other words, Mailloux was concerned with how literary critics come to consensus regarding the 
meaning of text. Whereas Mailloux asked “how rhetorical strategies enter into hermeneutical activity” Leff (1997) 
asks how hermeneutic strategies produce political rhetoric. See Michael J. Hyde and Smith. 1979. Hermeneutics and 
Rhetoric: A Seen but Unobserved Relationship. Quarterly Journal of Speech 65, 347-363; Michael Leff. 1997. 
Hermeneutical Rhetoric. In Walter Jost and Michael J. Hyde Rhetoric and Hermeneutics in Our Time: A Reader. 
New Haven, CT: Yale University Press; Steven Mailloux. 1985. Rhetorical Hermeneutics. Critical Inquiry 11, 620-
641; Steven Mailloux. 1991. Rhetorical Hermeneutics Revisted. Text and Performance Quarterly 11, 233-248; Paul 
Ricoeur. 1970. Freud and Philosophy: An Essay on Interpretation. New Haven, C: Yale University Press. 
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life—a place, memorial, or walking the streets—and examine the ideas, rhetorical practices, 
structures, and forces that emerge from the everyday. While space and geography are important 
components of my dissertation, my approach is to consider space as I am examining the text. 
However, a rhetorical geography could also begin at a place with subjects articulating a problem to 
help provide insight into a global social controversy.  
The social scientific approach to rhetorical object is most similar to a rhetorical geography in 
the sense that this orientation adds depth and breadth to the concept of social struggle or what 
rhetorician‘s tend to call social controversy. To thicken the notion of social controversy, a rhetorical 
geographer can draw from a variety of forms of text—public address, modes of performance, 
debate, dialogue. However, a rhetorical geography has an unconventional approach to text in the 
sense that the text must also address the subjects‘ articulations of ‗the problem‘ and ‗the solutions.‘ 
This task is not difficult, as defining the problem is a common practice employed by subjects 
engaged in controversy. The act of defining a problem lets the audience know the subject‘s position 
pertaining to the matter at hand, and it sets the stage for particular solutions. The rhetorical 
geographer then maps the themes that emerge from within articulations of the problem and 
solutions. 
Scholars have long deployed map metaphors to describe discursive relations of power and 
new roles for rhetorical critics (Greene 1998; Lazarrato 2009; Keränen 2005; Reynolds 2004). 
Rhetorician Ronald Greene used mapping metaphors to propose a place for Foucault and 
articulation theory in materialist rhetorical studies. In ―Another Materialist rhetoric,‖ Greene boldly 
claims rhetoricians who put effort into theorizing a materialist rhetoric are also undermining it. He 
critiques McKerrow‘s (1991) critical rhetoric and Dana Cloud‘s (1994) Marxist materialism for 
privileging a political orientation to rhetoric that focuses on domination and resistance or essential 
class relations. Greene claims McGee‘s (1990) fragmentation thesis privileges mass-mediated forms 
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of public address, collapsing the text/context distinction, and suggests McGee‘s (1982) materialist 
rhetoric engages the outmoded ―logic of influence‖ which ―prefigures the relation between a speaker 
and audience as a form of persuasion or goal oriented activity‖ (Greene 1998, 20). His new 
materialist rhetoric shifts focus from persuasion and class conflict to the way rhetoric functions in 
various institutional settings as a technology that constitutes networks of power and particular types 
of reasoning.7 However, Greene does not completely develop his ‗cartography of deliberative 
                                                 
7
 Greene (1989) claims that Marxist rhetorician Dana Cloud dematerializes rhetorical practices to the “intentions and 
motives of an „always already‟ ruling class” (21). Cloud‟s focus in “Materiality of Discourse as Oxymoron,” Greene 
contends, limits the complex possibilities of a materialist rhetoric to an essentialist reading of power or, for example, 
the tension between government propaganda and protest movements, while ignoring economic and military 
structures. Cloud (1994) suggests materialism means that “social relations and concrete, sensuous human activity are 
the source of human consciousness, and that human beings derive identity and purpose from their social context” 
(144). The starting point for materialist language, she adds, is the notion that people are historically and socially 
constituted. To understand history one should investigate the material interests and activities of the ruling class. 
Modes of production, which means the way products are manufactured, distributed, and consumed in society, 
determine social relations and social consciousness. Post-Marxist philosophers like Laclau and Mouffe and Greene 
(1998) have attempted to redefine traditionally Marxist concepts and relationships to fit post-structural critiques of 
humanist assumptions of the subject and the unity of discourse. 
Marxist materialists like Cloud tend to be wary of post-structural informed theories of materiality. Post-
structuralism does not have a clear critical ethic and is widely considered relativistic. Greene (1998) would like to 
re-build a materialist rhetoric using Foucault, but not the same way as McKerrow‟s critical rhetoric. Greene critiques 
McKerrow for emphasizing a polysemic reading strategy because he claims it only emphasizes critical rhetoric as a 
hermeneutics of suspicion. He claims that critical rhetoric creates a bipolar model of power that runs contrary to 
Foucault‟s interpretation of power. Moreover, critical rhetoric “begs the question as to how particular discourses 
become discourses of power/knowledge and . . . reduces the study of power to representational politics of practical 
reasoning” (Greene 1998, p. 30). Greene is concerned that McKerrow‟s emphasis on individuals acting within 
rhetorical fictions risks reducing emancipatory projects to another fiction.  
Constitutive materiality has a similar starting point to post-structuralism, but the end is different—to trace 
real time consequences. Michael McGee (1982) defined rhetoric as material because it can be experienced and effect 
unanticipated and meaningful change. In “A Materialists Conception of Rhetoric,” McGee explores the traditional 
Aristotelian speaker, speech, audience, occasion, and change dynamic as the building blocks of a material rhetoric. 
A speaker can be linked through speech to an audience and because of the constraints and potentials of a specific 
occasion can produce predictable change. Greene has critiqued McGee‟s materialism for clinging to a model of 
effectivity that is based on the logic of influence and instead proposes a model of constitutive rhetoric derived from 
LaClau and Mouffe‟s articulation theory. The logic of influence, he claims, “reduces the question of rhetorical 
effectivity to the epistemological-ethical implications of a speaker‟s success or failure to accomplish his/her 
persuasive goals” (Greene 1998, p. 19).  
While Greene is careful to critique other materialist rhetoricians, he leaves much of his cartography of 
deliberative rhetoric to the reader‟s imagination. Read in tandem with Greene‟s (1998) “Aesthetic Turn and the 
Rhetorical Perspective on Argumentation,” it becomes clear that he is critiquing rhetoric‟s long-time focus on 
influence. Instead Greene argues that rhetoric constitutes reality through practical reasoning, or rhetoric reinforces 
networks of power. His second aim is to redefine the focus of a materialist rhetoric from an interest in class 
relations, a politics of representation, or a hermeneutics of suspicion to the way rhetoric allows “governing apparatus 
to make judgments about what it should govern, how it should govern, as well as offering mechanisms for 
evaluating the success or failure of governing” (22). In this way a materialist rhetoric would demonstrate how 
governing institutions “represent, mobilize and regulate” populations (27). Greene wants to redefine phronesis in 
Foucauldian terms as a human technology. By human technology Greene is referring to “human forces and 
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rhetoric.‘ A rhetorical geography explicates and fine tunes his metaphor, transforming it into an 
orientation to criticism that explores the relationship between the material and the symbolic with the 
help of critical-cultural geographers (Harvey 2006, 2001; Soja 2010). 
The Parameters of a Rhetorical Geography 
In order to flesh out a cartographic orientation to object, method, and criticism, I review the 
main components of political theorists Ernesto LaClau and Chantal Mouffe‘s (2001) articulation 
theory, consider major criticisms of the authors‘ work, and situate both the theory and criticisms in 
terms of a rhetorical geography. From this point forward I call the object of a rhetorical geography a 
terrain of confrontation, which is characterized by one or more attempts to redefine a dominant 
discourse such as neoliberalism, capitalism, development, industrialization, technology, etc. A terrain 
of confrontation consists of texts united by ‗regularity of dispersion,‘ or by discourse (Foucault 
1972). I focus mainly on written texts and modes of performance because this is where and when 
subjects tend to articulate the problem. A rhetorical geographer could also highlight visual, spatial, or 
bodily representations to thicken the problem. 
A rhetorical geographer maps the way subjects, groups, and institutions use rhetoric to reify 
their assumptions through rhetorical practice. In chapter 1 I defined the food economy as a 
discursive system ridden with problems and potential perils. From this point forward, I limit my 
study to a controversy over how to define and propose solutions to food crises and riots—a debate 
between proponents of food security and food sovereignty. Once the critic has identified a terrain of 
                                                                                                                                                             
capacities” like the law and discourse, combined with natural, biological, and mechanical networks of power. Rather 
than rhetoric representing a form of practical reasoning, rhetorical practice is a human technology.  
The consequence of this change is mainly methodical, rhetorical critics “pursue an analytical search for the 
specific ways in which techniques of power intersect to regulate a population” (32). The critic‟s task is to look for 
links between discourse, text, power, and everyday life. Greene is using Foucault‟s work with the panopticon in 
Discipline and Punish to argue that rhetoric is crucial to the organization of the governing apparatus and human 
technologies that control bodies. Rhetoric and governing apparatus work together to construct judgments about 
public welfare. For Greene, the rhetorician‟s job is to construct “a geographical project” or map multidimensional 
structures and how rhetoric reinforces or debilitates these structures. However, he provides us with just a few clues 
as to how this would work in practice. A rhetorical geography takes cues from Greene, Foucault, and articulation 
theory in an attempt to map discursive and non-discursive structures. 
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confrontation, she begins to explore the articulating subjects‘ texts in order to determine the values, 
ideas, and assumptions clustering around rhetors‘ articulation of the problem and solutions. This is 
because these articulations represent attempts to constitute the ―truth‖ about the food crises. 
Proponents of food security associate the problem of poverty and hunger to a similar set of 
circumstances and discourses such as state interference in the market, limited access to technology 
and larger markets, or climate change. Once subjects have diagnosed the problem, they will begin 
attempting to shape the solutions through laws and policy to reflect their assumptions. New 
subjects, like proponents of food sovereignty, will arrive to differentiate their concerns with 
dominant assumptions of the problem.  
Similar to McKerrow, McGee, and Cloud‘s critical projects, a rhetorical geography criticizes 
rhetoric as a performance or something more than what it appears on the surface. I also see rhetoric 
as functioning here in a more traditional sense, as the art of invention and judgment. Criticism is 
itself an act of judgment and analysis, an unfolding discovery of what appears to be, but also what 
might be. In this way I hope a rhetorical geography can lead to the discovery of novel 
representations for the critic, but also for interested or concerned parties. Quantitative and more 
recently qualitative research methods supply the fodder for arguments launched by non-
governmental organizations, grassroots movements, and the United Nations, organizations 
interested in allaying social controversy, but I believe rhetoric can also prove valuable for these 
groups and organizations. 
In Hegemony and Social Strategy, LaClau and Mouffe (2001) re-construct classic tenets of 
Marxism with post-structural premises to provide a post-modern perspective of social struggle. I 
transform the main components of their orientation to inquiry into a cartographic approach to 
rhetorical criticism. Articulation theory is meant to maintain the Marxist critique of capitalism and 
his celebration of revolution without reducing the social and historical to a struggle between social 
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classes. The authors have conceptualized a theory of the social and power, which cannot be reduced 
to the base-superstructure metaphor, and a theory of hegemony that does not focus on opposition 
or consensus of alternate political interests. Articulation theory has become central to critical-cultural 
and critical communication studies because it places communication and culture at the center of 
politics and the creation of social reality (Angus 1992). In practice, articulation theory can provide 
political activists with the tools to both unpack and re-constitute dominant ideology. Because LaClau 
and Mouffe attempt to rebuild classic assumptions of social struggle, articulation theory has received 
a fair share of criticism. In particular, the authors have been criticized for de-materializing criticism 
(Cloud 1994; Hall 1986), for providing an unsatisfactory definition of ―elements,‖ and inscribing the 
theory in the same theoretical problems they wish to escape (Angus 1992).  
Cartography describes the process of defining the parameters of a terrain of confrontation, 
selecting text, and rendering themes prevalent within the text into maps of power, resistance, justice, 
or whichever adjective describes the map, all of which are critical components of a rhetorical 
geography. Upon identifying a terrain of confrontation—a debate, food riots, protests, a volatile 
town hall meeting—mapping is a metaphor for the activity of selecting texts united by discourse and 
by attempt to address or speak into the controversy. Once the critic has selected a sample of texts 
that can provide substantial insight into the nature of subjects‘ perceptions of the problem, mapping 
describes the activity of discovering and arranging themes prevalent in their depiction of the 
problem.  
A Cartographic Orientation to Researching and Selecting the Texts that Compose a Terrain of 
Confrontation 
Mapping describes the practice of discovery that occurs throughout the research process, but 
this term also explicates my selection and presentation of text. For example, my interest in 
globalization, farming, and patent rights led me to a journal article pertaining to seed patent 
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controversies, which piqued my interest in the history of farming and seed production. Once I 
gleaned a historical perspective of farming and food, I sought books that analyzed the entirety of the 
food system in hopes of discovering a verdant controversy for rhetorical criticism. Among many 
important themes that emerged from this initial research process, the authors of these books 
frequently mentioned the 2008 food riots as symptomatic of a broken food and farm economy. The 
2008 food riots appeared an interruption to life-as-we-know-it, significant enough to call for 
increased or accelerated rhetorical practice, but I will uncover the specific theoretical reasons behind 
this choice throughout the remainder of this section. Thus, the rhetorical practices that compose, 
intercede, and stem from the 2008 food riots define the parameters of the terrain of confrontation 
that I examine throughout the dissertation.  
A rhetorical geographer seeks the rhetorical practices that are shaping a terrain of 
confrontation, which is typically composed of more of what LaClau and Mouffe (2001) call an 
antagonism. The 2008 food riots can be considered a material manifestation of an antagonism. 
However, before I explain an antagonism, it is necessary to define discourse, because antagonisms 
emerge in opposition to an already pervasive Foucauldian discourse. Moreover, explicating discourse 
will help the reader understand the contents of chapter 3 and my text selection. Foucault explored 
the concept of discourse in the Archaeology of Knowledge and The Order of Things. His focus in these 
books led him to question the limits and possibilities of knowledge, and how intellectual constraints 
like ‗Truth‘ are constituted through particular historical, political, and spatial conditions. Foucault 
investigates the unity of discourses such as medicine, criminology, and sexuality while engaging in 
historical critiques of each. In the Archaeology of Knowledge, Foucault questions what constitutes the 
unity of a discourse. He rejects the idea that a discourse about medicine or sexuality, for example, 
has a unifying principle such as the capacity to address the same object or theme, or by the style or 
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permanence of statements. This is in stark contrast to the modern notion of a meta-narrative that 
has a priori significance and can be universally recognized as the truth or common knowledge. 
Instead a discourse is discontinuous, which means it manifests in different ways sometimes 
contradicting or excluding itself from its central components. Discourses have no a priori system of 
significance but are continuously altered and imposed, which gives rise to external events like the 
food riots. In other words, statements do not come from a cogito but a variety of subject positions, 
languages, and institutions. The form of a discourse or an event is related to the speaking subject, 
her rank in the professional hierarchy, and the rules and norms she must follow within different 
institutional sites such as a bank, trade conference, or journal (Simons 1995). A discursive event ―is 
neither substance, nor accident, nor quality nor process; events are not corporeal. And yet, an event 
is certainly not immaterial; it takes effect, becomes in relation to, coexistence with, dispersion of, the 
cross-checking accumulation and the selection of material elements; it occurs as an effect of, and in, 
material dispersion‖ (Foucault 1972, p. 231). Dispersion describes discourse as a discontinuous yet 
regularly occurring body of structural positions that classify the limits and possibilities of 
conversation and events such as the food riots. 
With each statement made by a subject, group, or institution, the subject establishes a 
specific link with other statements, forming a sort of heterogeneous family or discourse formation. 
Discourse formations carry their own rules of exclusion, which dictate what one is free or not free 
to say and who is considered intelligent or mad. These rules also pertain to objects, rituals and their 
surrounding circumstances, and the exclusive right to speak with a particular subject. As such, 
discourse is ―controlled, selected, organized and redistributed‖ by experts such as politicians, 
doctors, academics and economists who use discipline-specific theories and methods of 
classification to prevent the emerging power of other discourses and ―to cope with chance events‖ 
(Foucault 1972, p. 216).  
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 A cartographic orientation shares Foucault and LaClau and Mouffe‘s (2001) preference for 
discourse, which designates several important assumptions. A rhetorical geography is concerned 
with the articulatory practices of subjects not agents. The notion of subject refers to the positions one 
can occupy in public and private life. Post-structuralist Foucault tended to reject the idea that a 
rhetor can be autonomous, coherent, or the originator of thought. Instead individuals are interposed 
into a pre-existing linguistic field that is ever evolving. Against a traditional understanding of the 
subject, Foucault contends that the subject ―should not be regarded as identical with the author of 
the formulation—either in substance, or in function. He is not in fact the cause, origin, or starting 
point of the phenomena‖ (95). For that reason, he suggests that we dispose of the notion of the self 
as an originator of action and meaning.8 Similar to discourse, subjectivity emerges from the ideas and 
texts of a particular historical period rather than a priori. Foucault‘s notion of discourse formation 
emphasizes the various ―statuses, sites, and positions‖ that one can occupy when constructing a 
discourse—the subject is a discourse formation (15). For Foucault, subjectivity is a set of ―specific 
habits, practices, performances‖ and the locus of the effects of power (Lundberg and Gunn 2005, p. 
84). 
To further explicate how Foucault‘s notion of discourse works in action and relates to a 
rhetorical geography, imagine a group of agriculture, economic, and environmental experts who join 
together at a conference to discuss an approach to the escalating food prices and resulting violent 
                                                 
8
 In Discipline and Punish, Foucault (1977) theorizes the “docile body,” meaning the subject is under coercion from 
outside forces, like the state, which he refers to as modes or processes of subjectification. Subjects are trained into 
unconscious obedience of particular norms. To define a subject, therefore, does not consist in the investigation of the 
relations between the author and what he says but “in determining what position can and must be occupied by the 
individual if he is to be the subject of it” (96). However, Foucault suggests that while the subject can exist 
independent of other subjects and forces, she is simultaneously, and nevertheless, subjected by those same forces. 
This can be rearticulated as the tension between one‟s “mode of subjectification” and her capacity for self-
constitution. The outcome of this interdependent process determines the form an individual may take. McKerrow 
(1993) describes this process as the subject considering her ethical substance, learning moral obligations, 
determining what she is to do, and deciding what kind of person she aspires to be. These considerations, part the 
consequence of subjectification and part attempts to self constitute, determine whether the form of self is considered 
by others to be rational or mad. Enunciating discourse, subjectification, and self-constitution are important 
background components of resistance and social struggle. 
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uprisings. As the experts discuss the food crisis they use their background assumptions and beliefs 
about food, agriculture, poverty, and crisis to classify these loose ideas into something systematic 
such as food policy, or an approach to preventing the next crisis. The discourse that emerges from 
the group‘s beliefs carries its own unspoken rules of exclusion including what can be considered a 
legitimate crisis and what one can say or do about it. The institutions with which these experts are 
affiliated reinforce the rules of exclusion and premises of a discourse through pedagogy, 
publications, press releases, media, and debating with other experts. Rhetoric takes part in the 
construction of a discourse and its reiteration via related texts. The non-expert is influenced by 
discourses as she reads the statement the experts have made about the food crisis and accepts or 
rejects its rules and premises, expressing this acceptance or denial in conversation, argument, 
protest, etc. and the cycle continues. I analyze the discourse of neoliberalism in chapter 3 because 
neoliberalism informs subjects‘ articulations of food security, which I explore in chapter 4, and food 
sovereignty in chapter 5. Both provide an example of how the reification of a discourse works in 
action. 
Antagonisms emerge when a discourse such as neoliberalism becomes overdetermined by 
route of multiple similarly constructed conversations happening amongst multiple parties over time. 
For example, proponents of food security equate the food crises with growing populations, 
decreased productivity due to skepticism of bioscience, and limited access to free markets. Their 
understanding of the food riots are supplanted by decades of texts produced and espoused by 
similarly minded economists, academics, corporate moguls, and other food, climate, and farming 
experts. However, because the discourse of neoliberalism, progress, and industrialism are culturally 
potent and prevalent, food security tends to miss the nuances of such a dynamic problem, and 
industrialization and neoliberalism become overdetermined discourses composing and influencing 
articulations of food security. Antagonisms are the outcome of rhetors attempting to shift or 
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reconstitute the boundaries of an overdetermined discourse by adding new elements to the mix. I 
focus on the modes of resistance employed by advocates of food sovereignty in chapter 5 because 
they are attempting to shift cultural assumptions of laissez-faire. For example, proponents of food 
sovereignty claim that industrialization and neoliberalism have made farming considerably worse for 
the majority of the world‘s farmers despite experts who claim the opposite. Selecting food security 
and food sovereignty represent the outcome of my mapping the food crises and riots to the 
discourse of neoliberalism, and a rhetorical geographer interested in a different discourse or 
antagonism would travel a road that leads to different texts.  
Antagonisms, the locus of a rhetorical geography, emerge within a terrain of confrontation 
and often result in what rhetoricians understand as social controversy (Olson and Goodnight 1994; 
Phillips 1999). Antagonisms arise in opposition to hegemonic articulations, or articulations that 
attempt to ―suture‖ or render the social into a closed system. For example, when espoused by 
subjects rhetorically, neoliberal-globalization creates the illusion that most economic problems are 
the result of markets protected by legislation. If trade between nations was free, the market would 
take care of problems related to supply and demand. If corn can be produced cheaper in Africa than 
the US, the US would stop producing corn and focus its efforts on something more lucrative. 
LaClau and Mouffe would call the 1999 riots in protest of the World Trade Organization meeting in 
Seattle, WA an antagonism aimed at shifting affirmative interpretations of neoliberal-globalization. 
Unlike contradiction, a theme central to Marxist theories of social struggle, antagonisms are 
specific to a situation, tend to imply a negative relationship, and are not based on a clash of a priori 
class interests. The authors would suggest the WTO riots were more an attempt to redefine 
neoliberal-globalization, then a clash of class interests. The authors explain that although we 
participate in a number of contradictory belief systems and occupy contradictory subject positions, 
these do not always produce antagonisms. Antagonisms arise from the contingent character of 
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discourse. If we listened only to the experts in the 1990s, neoliberal-globalization would seem like an 
answer to the world‘s economic problems—that is until voices emerged to challenge this 
assumption. When different people make the same assumption about a similar phenomenon such as 
free-trade-fixes-economic-problems, this articulation has become overdetermined. 
Overdetermination or hegemony provides the fodder for antagonisms, disarticulations, and 
rearticulations.  
For LaClau and Mouffe (2001) agency lies in the subject‘s capacity to alter or shift the 
meaning of a hegemonic discourse by rearranging elements or linking new elements to the 
articulation, which they call a disarticulation or rearticulation. This is different from the notion of an 
―agent possessing agency,‖ which was central to ancient and modern rhetoric.9 Although post-
structuralists such as Foucault agree that agents are not autonomous, they do not deny the possibility 
that a subject can produce effect or influence. Rather, post-structuralists, question the subject‘s 
capacity for efficacious speaking in which intentions just materialize after spoken (Butler 1997). 
LaClau and Mouffe do not assume that agents, language, or structures are completely autonomous, 
but fluid and in conversation within the social world. A disarticulation is a rhetorical attempt to shift 
the nature of the meaning of a hegemonic discourse, for example, a subject‘s attempt to negate a 
discourse considered positive. This may or may not influence other subjects to see the nature of the 
discourse in new way. A rearticulation is a rhetorical attempt to link the hegemonic discourse with 
                                                 
9
 For rhetoricians agency and subjectivity are contentious concepts. For instance, in 2005 the journal Rhetoric 
Society Quarterly featured debate between Geisler (2004), who argued for a modern conception of agency, and 
Lundberg and Gunn (2005) who attempt to represent a post-structural perspective. Although Geisler was attempting 
to be fair to both postmodern and modernist informed notions of agency, Lundberg and Gunn critiqued Geisler for 
consistently making the modernist mistake of conflating subject with agent and agency, which spoke to Geisler‟s 
tendency to describe agency as a quantifiable substance that can be “possessed” and “granted” to an agent. By 
contrast, Lundberg and Gunn marshal post-structuralists Derrida, Foucault, and Lacan to argue that subjectivity is 
discursively situated, to call into question the interpretive bias of the conceptual pair agent/agency, and to propose 
we flip the old “agent possessing agency” metaphor to “agency possessing agent.” While it‟s true that flipping the 
phrase draws important attention to the way the subject is an effect of structures and forces, in this instance 
Lundberg and Gunn treat language and structures the way they accuse Geisler of treating the individual, as 
autonomous. 
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new elements. The two practices tend to happen in tandem rather than separately, and a rhetorical 
geographer is interested in mapping both.  
Peasant activists from the organization La Vía Campesina have attempted to rearticulate 
food away from neoliberalism or the idea that food is no more than a commodity invigorating 
market forces, and towards the idea that nutritious and culturally appropriate foods are a basic 
human right, called food sovereignty. In this example, economic liberalism and the rhetoric of 
human rights struggle to fix meaning within the element food. Neoliberalism is an overdetermined 
discourse with palpable limits recognized and identified by resisting subjects. When articulating 
subjects from across the globe approximate poverty or oppression to the same relationship, for 
instance, to trade liberalization, the World Trade Organization, and/or food transnationals, the 
rhetor‘s articulations transform the elements into a ―chain of equivalences‖ and potentially a 
discourse formation (Angus 1994). This sets the stage for the emergence of hegemony and later, 
perhaps, disarticulation and resistance—both of which can be identified as rhetorical practices or 
what LaClau and Mouffe call articulation. This process is called an antagonism, which often points 
to the limit of a discourse (Deluca 1999; Laclau and Mouffe 2001; Phillips 1999). 
Rhetors engaged in controversy attempt to destabilize other subjects and institutions‘ 
attempts to fix meaning. These chaotic moments provide rhetors with the opportunity to disrupt 
what seems normal or common in an attempt to construct a creative or radical alternative. 
Neoliberalism has been the subject of multiple antagonisms that have related social movements—
environmentalism, anti-globalization, and the peasant movement, etc. These rhetors have used a 
variety of tactics—organized and anarchic disobedience, performance art, hara-kiri, social 
networking, and the UN System—to challenge the assumptions of neoliberal-globalization. Phillips 
(1999) asks us to consider that long term disruptions to hegemonic articulations can ―redefine the 
relations of power/knowledge‖ (495). While antagonisms are purely linguistic, a theoretical 
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supposition that I later dispute, social controversies can impact profound material changes; 
alternately, social controversies can have no impact at all. 
A rhetorical geography begins with a terrain of confrontation, which consists of one or more 
antagonisms drawing from the same discourse formation. In other words a terrain of confrontation 
can be characterized by what rhetorician‘s would call social controversy, the culmination of 
intersecting and conflicting discourses. The antagonism is the locus of a rhetorical geography 
because antagonisms often point to the limit of a hegemonic discourse and to significant chains of 
equivalence. These limits and equivalences are important for several reasons. They point to power 
imbalances, inequality, and political and economic systems on the brink of collapse or revolution. 
Once the rhetorician understands an overdetermined discourse and articulated limits, meaning the 
many ways subjects have attempted to articulate, rearticulate, or disarticulate, she articulates the 
parameters of the overdetermined discourse, which I do with neoliberalism in chapter 3. 
Identifying and Re-Presenting the Elements of a Social Controversy  
Once the rhetorical geographer has selected the texts that will help delineate and define a 
terrain of confrontation, she reads the selected text carefully for reoccurring elements, or what a 
qualitative scholar may call themes. In chapters 4 and 5 I deploy rhetorical geography to identify the 
elements that coalesce within proponents of food security and food sovereignty as they are 
articulated to define ―the problem‖ and ―solutions‖ to food riots. I describe the elements of an 
articulation as the areas of interest on a map, because elements point to particular arguments, modes 
of performance, and topoi. For LaClau and Mouffe elements, or words, are composed of purely 
symbolic ideas, values, and structures. Later, I suggest that elements, discourses, and rhetorical 
practices are informed by the concrete, historical, and material conditions, and I argue that the critic 
must also explore these details. 
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The texts that compose a terrain of confrontation become nodal points that represent 
collections of elements articulated through rhetorical practices such as speaking at a conference or 
Senate hearing, written documents featured in magazines or on websites, protest and other modes of 
performance. As such I tend to use articulation and rhetorical practice synonymously because both 
can be defined as ―any practice establishing a relation among elements such that their identity is 
modified as a result of the articulatory practice‖ (105). The actual practice of articulation has several 
key components: elements, moments, and discourse. Elements are words, ideas, and values, 
which do not have an essential meaning, that compose each text. The practice of articulation entails 
subjects, who have been constituted by a pre-existing linguistic field, combining elements or words 
in an attempt to temporarily fix meaning into discourse formations and moments.  
By moment, the authors literally mean a point in time when elements converge into 
something articulated such as when a subject speaks forth, issues a list of demands, or a certain 
mode of performance in protest. The transition from combining elements (seed, private property, 
and trade liberalization) into moments (labeling a combination of elements as fair or unjust) and 
discourses (neoliberalism) often preface social struggle as articulated nodal points confront one 
another in an attempt to constitute the ―truth‖ about social reality. Moments and discourses 
represent the temporary unity that follows an articulatory practice. The elements that construct a 
discourse never become complete moments, because a discourse is not unified in the sense of a 
―logical coherence of its elements‖ (105). Instead this unity is the consequence of what post-
structuralist Foucault calls a discourse, which designates a regularity in dispersion of elements or an 
ensemble of various coalescing structural positions. 
The goal of a rhetorical geography is to map the specific conjuncture of forces and elements 
that coalesce in a subject‘s articulation and the way these elements link in a moment or discourse 
formation. Plant genetic engineers who work for private corporations will likely articulate the 
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element food or seed different than a member of the ―seed saving‖ movement, which emerged to 
combat the globalization of private property rights. Of equal importance and interest to a rhetorical 
geographer is the tension between subjectification and the way subjects attempt to re-constitute their 
identity through rhetorical practices such as debating policy, dissenting, or speaking publicly. This 
tension may make an appearance in relation to subjects resisting and/or re-articulating discourses. 
The outcome of an articulatory practice represents an attempt to ―fix meaning‖ and 
―construct a center.‖ In practice articulation theory should help describe how elements such as 
market, deregulation, and agriculture combine in an articulation of food. The transitions from these 
elements into moments often become the foundation of social struggle (Angus 1994). For example, 
if a nation joins the World Trade Organization, farmers gain access to U.S. seed and pesticide, which 
promises to produce a higher yield. But they must have a certain set of growing conditions to 
produce a bountiful harvest and accept American-style private property rights to use the seed or risk 
incurring a lawsuit. In response, a farmer may articulate this new set of economic relations as unjust 
or exploitative, and rally other farmers to resist the inequality. LaClau and Mouffe would explain that 
because the transition from elements to moments is never complete, the possibility emerges for the 
farmers to articulate a common discursive element in a new way. Instead of treating the element 
seed as the private property of a corporation, scientists, activists and farmers are attempting to 
define the seed as the ―common heritage‖ of humanity (Fowler 1994; Shiva 2000).  
While articulation theory highlights solely symbolic elements of a controversy, a rhetorical 
geography is interested in materiality and the way material elements influence articulations. LaClau 
and Mouffe (2001) do not distinguish between discursive (symbolic) and non-discursive practices 
(material): ―every object is an object of discourse . . . any distinction between what are usually called 
the linguistic and behavioral aspects of social practice, is either an incorrect distinction or ought to 
find its place as a differentiation within the social production of meaning, which is structured from 
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the form of discursive totalities‖ (107). Whereas Marxist rhetoricians may be concerned with 
unveiling discourses that obscure the intent of powerful class interests, Laclau and Mouffe‘s 
discursive perspective ―suggests that the meaning of the world is not discovered, but constructed, 
through rhetorical practices‖ (Deluca 1999, 338). Unlike Marx, Foucault demonstrates that power is 
not the property of a class, but more of a strategy or range of tactics and specific positions (Deleuze 
1988).  
He does not deny class struggle but depicts struggle in a new way with ―landscapes, 
characters, and behaviors‖ that are different from traditional Marxist depictions. Power does not 
work as a superstructure but at specific nodal points of confrontation. Rather than an essence, 
power becomes an attribute of a relationship between potential forces. Disciplinary institutions such 
as the International Monetary Fund attempt to produce ―reality‖ and the ―truth‖ through 
classification of financial problems and normalization of solutions to these problem, rather than 
ideology. For Foucault, power ―is not the property of the dominant class but the strategy of that 
class in action.‖ (30) Power works rhetorically ―by reprimanding, by tricking, by persuading, by 
acting as police or as propaganda‖ (28). Whereas ideology is always found ―on the platform,‖ 
discursive forces interact everyday, for example, within the walls of school, hospitals, and 
organizations.  
As LaClau and Mouffe (2001) moved Marxist themes into the realm of the discursive, they 
attracted criticism from both post-Marxists and critical-cultural theorists. Stuart Hall (1986), for 
instance, suggests the authors take the post-structuralists‘ hypotheses to the limit. Claiming that the 
authors have engaged in an upward reductionism by comparing the social world to language, Hall 
prefers the metaphor ―the social operates like a language‖ because it makes room for the material to 
influence discursive formations and subject positions. Similar to Hall, Cloud (1994) criticized 
McGee‘s fragmentation thesis and McKerrow‘s critical rhetoric for embodying an idealism and 
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relativism that she contends characterize post-structural and post-Marxist materiality of discourse 
hypotheses or the idea that discourses are constitutive of social reality. She claims post-structuralism 
has de-materialized and neutralized the political objectives of rhetorical criticism. Post-structuralism 
emphasizes the heterogeneity at play in the social world over power and material differentials. 
Without consideration of the facts, criticism becomes relativistic. There is no place for the critic to 
ground herself in real-time oppression or domination.  
To be fair, Foucault (1972) did differentiate the discursive from the non-discursive, but so 
briefly in his essay ―The Discourse on Language‖ that it would be easy to miss. In this essay he 
defines ―institutions, political events, economic practices and processes‖ as belonging to the non-
discursive domain, and then develops the discursive realm, ostensibly because the non-discursive 
domain was already familiar to his audience (162-63). I use his original distinction to delineate the 
discursive from the non-discursive while mapping elements. In essence Foucault suggests the critic 
decipher the material conditions or facts behind an antagonism (Deleuze 1988). Whether someone 
prefers one food or not is subjective and expressed discursively, whether this person has food to eat 
or not is non-discursive, but can also be expressed discursively. While language enables critics to re-
articulate the premises of the World Trade Organization, it would be foolhardy to characterize this 
organization‘s existence and impact on trade, production, and consumption as solely symbolic. 
Although post-structuralism emphasizes the discursive, this does not have to be at the expense of 
the material.  
While LaClau and Mouffe are correct in stating that the non-discursive is subject to multiple 
interpretations, to deny the materiality of starvation and poverty, for instance, to call it symbolic is 
counterproductive when considering the demands and context of food and agricultural based 
resistance and social struggle. Non-discursive elements—drought, insect infestation, exhausted soil, 
trade policies, and having to reduce the price of a small yield to compete on the market—can inform 
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farming practices, the farmer‘s capacity to participate in the market economy, and the way she thinks 
and talks about agriculture. Rather than deny the material or react against what Cloud (1994) might 
call a radical discursivism, a rhetorical geography considers how the two interact within a struggle, 
which is why the rhetorical geographer focuses specifically on articulations aimed at defining the 
problem and solutions. How a subject articulates a problem often influences what she does in 
response. For example, defining food crisis as a ―market problem‖ requires a different set of policies 
and institutions then defining food crisis as a violation of a human right. In addition to or as 
opposed to challenging overdetermined discourses, rhetors engaged in social controversy may make 
demands of specific institutions and actors. Phillips (1999) reminds us that the outcomes of these 
struggles are contingent and unpredictable. Their challenge may or may not alter the constitution of 
a discourse or win legitimacy for their rearticulation. A rhetorical geography considers whether 
rhetors use the symbolic to gain legitimacy or issue demands for material change such as legal rights, 
the abolition of harmful pesticides, or to glean farmable land for production, as well as the impact or 
absence of influence a rhetorical practice can have. 
Whereas articulation theory would guide the critic to highlight antagonisms or linguistic 
battles over meaning, a rhetorical geographer also considers the unique historical and material 
conditions behind the antagonism. To help illustrate, the following draws from the example of 
farmers of a nation who newly joined the World Trade Organization, and therefore gained access to 
U.S. food, seed, and pesticide, but the farmers decide they did not want to accept American-style 
farming, private property rights, or risk freezing out small farmers because of influxes of cheaper 
food. Articulation theory would guide the critic to highlight the symbolic elements—neoliberalism, 
human rights, sustainability, cultural appropriateness—that farmers use to articulate this new set of 
economic relations as unjust or exploitative. A rhetorical geographer, however, would go directly to 
the subject‘s articulation of a problem and solution, meanwhile interrogating the material and 
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historical conditions behind or connected to the articulation. The condition of being post-colonial, 
having to borrow money from the International Monetary Fund, civil war, limited infrastructure, 
geographical conditions such as drought, rocky soil, and economic conditions that keep poor 
farmers in feudal-like conditions are equally significant to social controversy. It is not that a 
practitioner of articulation theory would neglect these important details, but these details are less 
significant than the way the material is expressed discursively, or the way actors assign meaning to 
specific conditions. A rhetorical geography is more self-aware in that I consider the battle over 
significance of what is in the moment as important as the material differences behind the fight. 
Moreover, material differences are often the first to disappear in policy conversations aimed at 
addressing problems such as hunger or health. 
A Geographic Approach to the Relationship between the Discursive and Non-Discursive 
An exogenous view of the earth will reveal land carved by the history of capitalism, political 
power, cultural and social control, which we now call the difference between the developed and 
developing world (Soja 2010). At the heart of the social controversy over food are geographic 
discrepancies that are often overlooked and exacerbated by rhetorical practices. On the surface food 
security is an articulation of food crises meant to positively impact long neglected agricultural sectors 
in tropical regions, however food security may mask a capitalist agenda. Rather than generalize how 
capitalism transforms everyday life, the rhetorical geographer considers how actual material and 
symbolic conditions might operate to create uneven geographies. 
 Thus far I have argued against LaClau and Mouffe‘s (2001) assumption that the social world 
consists solely of discursive forces. Instead I suggest an approach to criticism must emphasize the 
relationship between the discursive and non-discursive within the social realm. Mapping the 
discursive and non-discursive elements that coalesce around subjects‘ articulation of the problem 
and solutions to a social controversy will produce cartographies of power, resistance, oppression, 
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empowerment or whatever adjective best describes the lay of the land. I have selected Harvey (2001, 
2006) to help unpack how the discursive and non-discursive interact to produce the difference 
between the developed and developing world because he, similar to LaClau and Mouffe, grounds his 
work in Marxist theory. However, while LaClau and Mouffe have been described as postmodern, 
Harvey would not label himself this way. Harvey‘s work draws from French sociologist Lefebvre 
and Marx to highlight the relationship between capitalism and geographical space. 
Rather than use Marx to describe class relations, geographer Harvey (2001) draws from Marx 
to understand the ‗geography of capitalist accumulation.‘ His analysis can tell us much about the 
relationship between the way the symbolic and material work together to produce uneven 
geographic development. Uneven geographic development is significant to this dissertation because 
subjects often neglect important spatial differences when formulating economic and political 
solutions to food problems. Since the execution of the Marshall Plan in 1947, on the surface a 
gesture of economic and technological support for struggling foreign nations, the U.S. has made 
international aid and development a national priority. However, underlying these signs of support 
often belies a capitalist agenda (Weiss 2007). Capitalism only works if it is allowed to accumulate ―by 
whatever means is easiest‖ and international development plans such as food security also bolster 
the export capacity of American industry (Harvey 2001, p. 264). Marx emphasized that capital is 
―not a thing or a set of institutions; it is a process of circulation between production and realization. 
This process, which must expand, must accumulate, constantly reshapes the work process and the 
social relationships within production as it constantly changes the dimensions and forms of 
circulation‖ (p. 265). Because capitalism inevitably encounters hurtles to continued accumulation—
overproduction, under consumption, bankruptcy, inflation—industrialists must seek and discover 
new territories and consumers to stay afloat. Geographic expansion and concentrations of people 
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and industry in one geographic location should be regarded ―as the product of the same striving to 
create new opportunities for capital accumulation‖ (p. 264). 
As such, capital comes to represent itself in physical landscapes. For example, the fields of 
monocultures that spread uninterrupted off of Interstate 70 in Kansas are a triumph of industrial 
agriculture and past capital development in that monocultures enable more food for more people 
than ever before. However, this triumph is also industrial agriculture‘s hurtle to increased 
accumulation. In order to survive, agricultural transnationals must ―tear down‖ the spatial barriers 
that prevent further accumulation—or ―annihilation of space by time.‖ Annihilation of space by 
time is a Marxist concept that refers to the communicative and technological advancements 
perpetuating increased speeds of capital exchange and accumulation—cell phones, broadband, 
infrastructure, and transportation. Because capital is always seeking new territories at increased 
speeds, Harvey suggests the job of critical analysis is to seek the same points of least resistance that 
capital seeks. In the food economy seeds, farmland, and ―unproductive‖ space are some of these 
points of least resistance. To explore these points of least resistance, I have selected the debate 
between proponents of food security and proponents of food sovereignty because both aim to 
influence policy that will affect farmland, a contemporary point of least resistance. Whereas 
articulation theory would guide the critic to symbolic or discursive points of least resistance, for 
example, a subject‘s attempt to resist a food policy that will affect eaters all over the globe, a 
rhetorical geographer also considers how this same rhetorical practice is connected to specific 
material conditions and how this practice may enable spatial or material transformation such as the 
loss of biodiversity.  
Harvey suggests that capitalism accumulates by dispossession, meaning that the history of 
capitalism demonstrates a perpetual search for natural resources that can be pillaged and 
transformed into something of value. These resources are often transformed, produced, and 
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consumed in cities and urban areas. Therefore, the bulk of social and medical services, housing, and 
employment are concentrated there. Colonialism followed by neoliberal-globalization has meant that 
more often the fate of local places, someone‘s farm, is determined in faraway cities. The distance 
that articulations travel, thanks to advanced system of communication and transportation, 
necessitate the critic dig beneath the surface of subjects‘ articulations of problems and solutions. The 
U.S. or EU‘s perspective of how farmland should be used in sub-Saharan Africa may not match 
residents‘ perspectives because of their unique temporal, social, and spatial conditions.  
The result of marshalling articulation theory and critical-cultural geography is a rhetorical 
geography, or more specifically a cartography of power, resistance, or whichever adjective best 
describes the outcome of the mapping. The characteristics of a rhetorical geography include a terrain 
of confrontation, a hegemonic discourse, an antagonism, articulations, and the discursive and non-
discursive elements that constitute the discourse, antagonism, and articulations. The critic reflexively 
binds the terrain of confrontation by emphasizing one hegemonic discourse over another. The 
binding work happens behind the scenes through the practice of exploring, reading, pre-writing, 
outlining, and drawing. The hegemonic discourse then guides the critic to specific conversations, 
and performances. She would not select text that does not include the hegemonic discourse. LaClau 
and Mouffe (2001) explain that a hegemonic discourse is marked by an attempt to re or disarticulate, 
which they call an antagonism. Analyzing each side of the antagonism will produce a different 
cartography, as each rearticulation is composed of different discursive and non-discursive elements. 
Here mapping describes my approach to text, and the result of my analysis.  
Modern or Postmodern Project? 
Thus far I have avoided discussing the difference between modernity and post-modernity, 
although it lurks in the background. Articulation is considered a post-modern theory because LaClau 
and Mouffe (2001) deny origin, totality, and the possibility of closed spaces. A rhetorical geography 
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is not traditionally modern or post-modern, because the critic examines both the unity and 
heterogeneity of rhetorical text. I view the tension between modernity and post-modernity as 
rhetorical, a sort of grand dissoi logoi that has occupied social and political theorists and has been 
productive of new insights and actions. Post-modernity is a term that came out of Hispanic literary 
criticism in the 1970s and gained currency in the arts, architecture and literature in the 1980s to 
designate a shift from meaning to representation (Dirlik 2007). But post-modernity is also a rejection 
of modern preoccupations with technology, development, and efficiency. Post-modernism has 
become affiliated with a critique of the modern, a new cultural phenomenon, the global proliferation 
of capitalism, and the uncertainties and fragmentation that seem to ensue. For French philosopher 
Lyotard (1979), postmodernism marked the collapse of all metanarratives or a definitive version of 
history or experience.  
While modernity fixates on the Eurocentric assumption of foundations and essences such as 
progress and development, post-modernity highlights the collage or pastiche sometimes at the 
expense of the material and the persistent. A rhetorical geography attends to both 
homogenizing/centralizing and plural/heterogeneous forces and the tensions that ensue from these 
opposing forces in each discourse formation. Whereas a post-modern theory would examine the 
many forms and shapes that capitalism has assumed across the globe, a rhetorical geography 
acknowledges that capitalism and neoliberalism have become universal, even if these discourses are 
articulated in different ways. In other words, capitalist notions of modernity have gone global in that 
they affect action and interpretation regardless of one‘s roots or where one resides (Dirlik 2007). 
Therefore, a rhetorical geography does not fit neatly into modern or postmodern approaches 
to social controversy because my orientation to criticism is neither situated within the public sphere 
or a completely open discursive field, but a terrain of confrontation. Olson and Goodnight (1994), 
for example, claim controversy bridges the private and public sphere. Participants‘ arguments both 
Rhetorical Geography 64 
 
expand and criticize norms and assumptions held by most members of the public sphere. The 
authors suggest the central component of a social controversy is an issued objection against a shared 
value or communicative norm. In other words, the key component of social controversy is its 
capacity to refute norms of communication such as deliberation, interrupt perceived shared 
assumptions, and prevent participants‘ capacity to reach consensus (Phillips 1999).  
Phillips notion of social controversy like LaClau and Mouffe (2001) focuses on the play of 
discursive practices and antagonisms or breaks in the chains-of-equivalences that make something 
hegemonic. He criticizes Olson and Goodnight for using the public sphere to draw boundaries and 
provide stability to an otherwise dynamic and chaotic process, claiming articulation theory is focused 
more on the articulatory act and, therefore, more localized. However in a globalized world, localized 
rhetorical practices are usually linked to other practices and so on across the globe. To approach 
something as macro as a food system requires the critic draw some sort of boundary around analysis. 
This is where the mapping metaphor distinguishes a rhetorical geography from modern and post-
modern approaches to social controversy. A terrain of confrontation binds social controversy to 
something the critic can reasonably approach, while focusing on the localized rhetorical practice. 
Moreover, I perceive a gap between theories of postmodern rhetoric, which suggest 
commonsense is shaky grounds for issuing an argument, and practice where participants frequently 
issue arguments based on what they believe to be common knowledge. To be fair, LaClau and 
Mouffe‘s (2001) notion of hegemony comes close to describing how commonsense emerges, but 
something perceived to be common is not always hegemonic. Moreover, commonsense causes 
problems with the construction of foreign aid and humanitarian efforts, a central focus of this 
dissertation. Proponents of food security share the assumption that genetically modified (GM) food 
can combat hunger problems. In Europe, Africa, and India, however, GM foods are not considered 
a common solution to hunger. GM cannot be considered hegemonic because it is not an 
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overdetermined discourse, but it does reflect what proponents of food security believe to be 
common knowledge. 
Conclusions 
A rhetorical geography shares critical rhetoric‘s post-structural foundation and orientation to 
text and criticism, but expands the realm of object to include the material. Similar to critical rhetoric, 
a rhetorical geography is an orientation to text and criticism, not a method. While my approach to text 
can be replicated, my analysis and results are interpretive and subjective. A rhetorical geography 
criticizes rhetoric as a performance or something more than what it appears on the surface but also 
as the art of invention and judgment. The end result of a rhetorical geography is the discovery of a 
topography, which includes novel representations of a social controversy for interested rhetorical 
critics, but also for interested or concerned parties. 
On their own, critical rhetoric and articulation theory risk attenuating the material to the play 
of the symbolic in the social world (Cloud 1994, Hall 1986). Materialist and post-structuralist 
rhetoricians have put effort into describing why the other‘s position is missing something critical. By 
route of critical geography, I have attempted to attenuate articulation theory‘s radically discursive 
perspective with Marxist informed theories of geographical space, and Foucault‘s distinctions 
between the discursive and non-discursive. A rhetorical geographer is careful not to reduce all 
material to the symbolic, and considers the symbolic and material in relationship to one another.  
While the critical rhetorician‘s role is to engage in a critique of domination and freedom, the 
rhetorical geographer‘s role is to explore, understand, bound, and represent a terrain of 
confrontation.  A rhetorical geographer must be conscious of how she bounds a terrain of 
confrontation through criticism. Because articulation theory emphasizes a play of discourse in the 
social world, rather than dominant (bad) versus emancipatory (good) discourses, the cartographer 
must make decisions in relation to her research goals about where to stop linking and mapping. An 
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overdetermined discourse could be the subject of hundreds of rearticulations and disarticulations. 
Abandoning a discourse of domination and liberation opens up even more possibilities for the critic. 
A rhetorical geography guides the critic to map discursive and non-discursive elements that cluster 
around a hegemonic discourse. I leave it to the critic to explore the terrain and select the hegemonic 
discourse based upon this pre-mapping. For example, I am explicitly interested in neoliberalism, so I 
selected the ―food security‖ versus ―food sovereignty‖ debate as a starting point. But a rhetorical 
geographer studying the food system could be interested in other discursive relationships such as the 
relationship between scientific discourses and alternatives to the rhetoric of industrialization versus 
sustainability, or non-discursive differences such as the difference between the ―developed‖ and 
―developing‖ world. Although neoliberalism/industrialization and human rights/sustainability are all 
overdetermined discourses, I would not label one dominant and the other emancipatory.  
The critique of domination and freedom also places the critic in the role of arbiter of right 
and wrong. I want to avoid this role, not by pretending to be objective, but by shifting the telos of a 
rhetorical geography to invention and discovery. This shift relies on the assumption that the 
rhetorical geographer can balance self-interest with the interests of the discourse communities she 
investigates, and dogma and relativism.10 Hariman (1991) criticized McKerrow for neglecting to 
                                                 
10
 Norman Clark (1996) provides one response to this criticism in his article “The Critical Servant.” Clark explains 
that Isocrates linked rhetoric and politics to service. Opheleia and douleia explicate Isocrates notion of service. 
Opheleia means help, aid, of service, usefulness, while douleia denotes servitude or subjugation and bondage. For 
Isocrates service and criticism accompany the realization that it is the duty of all who care about the welfare of the 
state to choose discourses that are profitable or helpful to others, or opheleia. Rather than maintaining a disinterested 
critical distance, a rhetorical critic is a political agent who relies on practical wisdom to propose action. Before 
taking action, the critic must put the needs of the community first. Douleia means taming one‟s will in favor of the 
good of the people. Service combines knowledge of a community with the desire to serve, and produces a corrective 
critique. The agency of the critic comes from understanding her subjectivity as a combination of the individual and 
the social. The critic works with the community, but also understands the community‟s unique history. The ongoing 
transformation of the community is driven by the critic‟s ongoing bond with the community. In this way, Clark 
suggests the critic spend time and derive research from interaction with a community, and become a community 
advocate. More than being a community activist, I see a rhetorical geography as emphasizing invention and 
discovery. While becoming a community activist is ideal for a critic interested in a social controversy that takes 
place at a local or more micro level, it may not be possible for the critic interested in a global or macro controversy 
to spend time with the community she studies. Understanding a community by route of their texts and performances 
can also help thicken our understanding of struggle and resistance. 
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integrate the critic‘s social location in relation to text or in this case a terrain of confrontation. The 
community minded critic does not assume a liberal-modern stance, which emphasizes freedom and 
self-determination, but a balance between self and communal interest. This would mean working in 
tandem with a community, or if this is not possible, considering the questions and problems they 
have expressed in manifestos, statements, etc. The agency of the critic comes from understanding 
her subjectivity as a combination of the individual and the social, and taking this understanding to 
new levels through the art of invention. 
For philosopher McKeon (1987), ―Invention is the art of discovering new arguments and 
uncovering new things by argument . . . invention extends from the construction of formal 
arguments to all modes of enlarging experience by reason as manifested in awareness, emotion, 
interest, and appreciation.‖ (59). Invention is one of the traditional five canons of rhetoric, but to 
stay with the post-structural tradition, I define invention as the act of bricolage. A bricoleur is a jack 
of all trades who ―makes do‖ with what is available on hand (Erikson 2004). Rather than transform 
material, she uses what she has to fix her glasses whether its ribbon or duct tape. Bricolage can be 
defined as the tactical reuse of preexisting elements—if something is not working the bricoleur 
attempts something new.  
A rhetorical geographer invents a particular cartography, which will be the end result of 
employing articulation theory and critical geography, that is to say all of the steps I described 
throughout this chapter: seeking an antagonism, understanding the discourse it opposes, selecting 
texts that best represent the discourse and antagonism in action, analyzing the text for themes or 
elements, and representing these themes using rhetorical theory so as to invent a new cartography of 
the terrain. Whereas critical rhetoric is interventionist, a rhetorical geography accounts for as many 
factors as possible to gather an account of a discursive terrain. In the case of the food security versus 
food sovereignty debate, I am labeling my cartographies one of power (chapter 4) and resistance 
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(chapter 5) because I believe these are the best adjectives to describe the cartographies. But there 
could be cartographies of exploitation, empowerment, and etc. 
In sum, a rhetorical geography draws from articulation theory, which emphasizes the 
enunciation and linking of discursive elements into moments and discourse formations. The object 
of a rhetorical geography is a terrain of confrontation, which I have characterized by the presence of 
one or more antagonism. The critic‘s role is to temporarily bind the terrain through criticism as she 
maps hegemonic articulations to resistant articulations and back. Who is speaking is just as 
important as how and why. In this way, one of the primary objectives of a rhetorical geography is to 
criticize rhetoric as a performance that constitutes and limits social reality. A terrain of confrontation 
can be global or local in scope as long as one or more antagonism is at play, and subjects are 
articulating ‗the problem‘ and solutions. Because global terrains can be expansive, it behooves the 
critic to have a clear understanding of her research goals before mapping the cartography. Before 
mapping the critic may want a general understanding of the hegemonic discourses that characterize 
the terrain as well as the rearticulations and disarticulations that have emerged in opposition to the 
overdetermined discourse. Having a general sense of the terrain can help the geographer decide the 
rhetorics she wants to highlight through criticism, and the kind of texts that will best represent this 
relationship. A rhetorical geographer need also consider her audience in relation to the mapping. 
The second role of the rhetorical geographer is to use the results of the mapping to discover and 
provide novel arguments. A rhetorical geography could contribute arguments to academic 
conversations. For example, I want to contribute new ways of understanding how neoliberalism 
works rhetorically to constitute social reality. But, I could see the outcome of a rhetorical geography 
providing the fodder for a cartography of resistance that could assist on-the-ground or grassroots 
movements, and even inform policy.  
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Chapter 3 
Agriculture and the Discourse of Neoliberal-Globalization 
 
As the U.S. economy swings from one depression to economic bubble after another, jobs 
move overseas, and the gap between the rich and poor grows significantly wider, critical scholars 
and concerned market experts have interrogated the governing economic philosophies of our time 
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(Chomsky 1999; Harvey 2005; Stiglitz 2002). The recent global financial crisis has confirmed 
economists and critics concerns about neoliberal-globalization. Chief economist of the International 
Monetary Fund, Oliver Blanchard, has even admitted that the financial stability of the early 2000s 
may not have been the outcome of market liberalization, anti-inflation policies, and financial 
deregulation—key components of neoliberalism and the bank‘s core financial ideology (Stewart 
2010). Neoliberalism draws from classical liberal philosophy and neoclassical economics in attempt 
to stabilize and expand markets, decrease inflation, and increase capital accumulation (Chomsky 
1999; Harvey 2005; Weiler 1984). In this chapter I examine the history and key assumptions of 
neoliberalism to help demonstrate how they have influenced agricultural practices and the contours 
of contemporary food and agriculture controversies. As a discourse bound to capitalism, 
neoliberalism influences production, consumption, and rhetorical practices as economic 
philosophies, beliefs, and values are debated at the institutional level by bankers, trade ministers, and 
financiers. Debates often transform into rules and policies that govern trade and influence on-the-
ground production and consumption patterns. 
Neoliberalism draws from classical liberals like Adam Smith and David Hume who defined 
individual liberty negatively, meaning they believed rules and regulations interfere with the 
individual‘s capacity to constitute her private life (Sally 1998). In the economic sphere, classical 
liberalism has influenced contemporary conceptions of production, consumption, and the division 
of labor. One of Adam Smith‘s central insights was that freedom of production and consumption 
would engender ―a division of labor with increasing occupational and geographical specialization‖ 
that would increase output, trade, and wealth (17). Classical liberalism promises human dignity, 
individual freedom, and emphasizes the protection of individual rights including private property 
(Dewey 1991).  
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Smith‘s liberalism is regarded as producing the belle époque, a period of wealth accumulation 
for global elites from the late nineteenth century to World War I (Polanyi 1944/2001). But for the 
laboring classes and farmers, liberalism failed to deliver its promises and the world collapsed into 
war and depression. After the Great Depression and the fall of the gold standard, innovative 
economists John Maynard Keynes and Friedrich von-Hayek reassessed the principles of neoclassical 
economics and drew antithetical conclusions. The United States and Britain adopted Keynesian and 
New Deal type programs to tackle the devastation of the first Great Depression. Both countries 
increased deficit spending for programs that would create new jobs for the unemployed and provide 
services for the people struggling to meet basic needs such as food and shelter. But it was not until 
the oil crisis and recession of the 1970s that von-Hayek‘s new liberalism gained currency in the 
West.  
According to rhetorician Michael Weiler (1984), American neoliberal rhetoric was part 
reaction against Great Society Liberalism, which emphasized civil rights and social welfare for all 
citizens, and partially the rhetorical lineage of a nation that has long celebrated the individual 
entrepreneur. Former President Reagan and Bush Senior, politicians, and economists during their 
administrations relied on non-ideological, innovative, and entrepreneurial appeals to propagate 
neoliberalism in the United States. While lending institutions such as the International Monetary 
Fund, and the World Bank played a prominent role in the global proliferation of neoliberalism in the 
1980s, the elite politicians, financiers, and economists from the United States and Britain supplanted 
the banks work through the World Trade Organization and, sometimes, military intervention 
(Harvey 2005). Neoliberal-globalization emphasizes laissez-faire economics, personal responsibility, 
deregulation, entrepreneurialism, privatization, and the liberalization of exchange rates and trade 
(Weiler 1984; Williamson 2004). As a discourse, neoliberalism has impacted global agriculture trade 
and cultivated suitable domestic agricultural practices such as industrial farming. 
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Critics of neoliberalism have described it as an enemy of participatory democracy, the 
environment, and traditional farming practices (Bello 2009; Chomsky 1999; McChesney 1998). Some 
connect the popularity of neoliberalism to an increase of social and economic inequality, the 
consolidation of classes (Harvey 2005, 2006), the decimation of the countryside (Bello 2009), and 
others believe neoliberalism is the source of our unstable economy. However, the rise of 
neoliberalism has also corresponded to the emergence of the anti-globalization movement. Crises 
often give rise to currents of creative resistance. Critics and activists have used neoliberalism and 
globalization interchangeably to censure free trade policies and market fundamentalism (Treanor 
2007). Activists and concerned citizens of the world have joined together to form one of the largest 
counter-hegemonic movements of our time.  
A Foucauldian Approach to the Discourse of Neoliberalism 
Neoliberalism has been considered an ideology that influences the logic of contemporary 
capitalism (Hegbloom 2007); however, I suggest neoliberalism is a discourse that has influenced the 
paths of capital accumulation. Marxist rhetorician James Aune (1994) describes ideology as ―false or 
deluded speech about the world and the human beings who inhabit it‖ (28). False speech emerges 
from either one‘s incapacity to see a whole phenomenon, or from false perceptions of historical 
time. The class that controls the material forces of society also controls the intellectual forces. In this 
way, the Marxist definition of ideology suggests power belongs to privileged spaces such as an elite 
social class. Cultural critics have criticized the Marxist theory of ideology for failing to explain how 
ruling class ideas become dominant and how oppositional ideas are ever heard (Aune 1994; McGuire 
1990). Post-structural philosopher, Michel Foucault, unlike Marx, demonstrates that power is not 
the property of a class, but more of a strategy—a range of tactics and specific positions (Deleuze 
1988). He would not deny class struggle, but depicts power struggles in a different way. Rather than 
an essence, power is an attribute of a relationship between diverse forces, including language. A 
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discursive approach to neoliberalism focuses on historically situated relationships between power 
and the knowledge claims of experts in their effort to classify, normalize, and attempt to produce 
Truth about the world and the people who inhabit our world.  
A genealogy is Foucault‘s method of investigating how ―Truth‖ is linked to circular relations 
of power, which reinforce and extend a discourse (Simons 1995). Power relations and 
disciplinary/institutional knowledge claims mutually constitute one another. Knowledge, ―as human 
or social sciences, and power relations constitute each other by rendering the social world into a 
form that is both knowable and governable, each being dependent upon the other‖ (27). According 
to Foucault, an object of investigation such as trade or food was only constituted because relations 
of power have established it as important. Methods of governance transform people into objects 
that can be studied using scientific methods. Knowledge and reality become amendable to relations 
of power.  
The Origins of Liberalism and Laissez-Faire 
To understand the discourse of neoliberalism, it is important to begin with the history 
behind this term. Liberalism has had a ―chequered career,‖ explains John Dewey (1935/2000) in 
Liberalism and Social Action. Dewey draws a distinction between economic and utilitarian versions of 
liberalism that can help make sense of the urgency behind some movements against neoliberalism. 
By ―economic liberalism‖ Dewey is referring to the way philosophers John Locke and Adam Smith 
have influenced the international political economy in favor of individual rights and liberty over 
collective rights and social action. Utilitarian liberals such as social reformer, Jeremy Bentham and 
political philosopher John Stuart Mill, however, theorized the state as a crucial component of 
individual liberty.  
Dewey (1935/2000) traces the origins of economic and utilitarian liberalism to John Locke 
who emphasized the government‘s role in protecting natural rights such as life, liberty, and the 
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pursuit of happiness, but especially private property. Dewey reminds the reader that Locke defined 
the individual as if s/he already possessed intellectual liberty and moral agency. Lockean liberalism 
may have led to the idea that the enemy of individual liberty was a ―natural antagonism between 
ruler and ruled, interpreted as a natural opposition between the individual and organized society‖ 
(17). This antagonism continues to influence American politics and has appeared quite rigorously in 
the TEA party political platform.  
The economic interpretation of liberalism emerged in twentieth century Britain as an interest 
in the production of wealth (Dewey 1935/2000). The Lockean concern for liberty informs this 
tradition; however, liberty meant subordination of the political to economic activity. Economic 
liberalism was influenced by Scottish philosophers Adam Smith and David Hume. Classical 
liberalism, explains political economist Razeen Sally (1998), defines individual liberty negatively. As 
long as someone acts within the limits of the law, s/he can discover an infinite range of actions and 
expressions of individuality. The positive liberty that results from negative liberty was the key to 
social progress for Smith and Hume, and is also a key assumption of neoliberalism. Smith described 
human beings as possessing a native tendency to better the self through labor and accumulation. 
This desire to accumulate complemented an interdependence of social interests, which should 
ultimately benefit society (Dewey 1935/2000).  
According to Sally (1998), however, the Scottish liberals were highly attentive to the 
interdependence or ―the interpenetration of mutual reinforcement of the economic, political, and 
legal orders of society‖ (1998, 18). Classical liberals held the government and law responsible for 
foreign defense, enforcing property rules, and providing macroeconomic stability and services such 
as infrastructure and education. However, this is quite different from the idea of welfare, equal 
opportunity, or social justice, which requires the government to redistribute wealth and property or 
insinuate in personal affairs. In the forefathers of liberalisms defense, Sally explains that this is not a 
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dogmatic laissez-faire. Rather classical liberals draw a line between legitimate government activities, 
what a person cannot do, and illegitimate government activities, which meant the government 
―interfering‖ with individual lives or distribution of wealth and property. 
One explicit normative premise that undergirds classical liberalism is that the autonomous 
and spontaneous order of the market is preferable to command economies or state-directed 
economics (Sally 1998). Laissez-faire is ―the activity of individuals freed as far as possible from 
political restriction‖ and is ―the chief source of social welfare and the ultimate spring of social 
progress‖ (Dewey 2000, 19). The classical liberals believed that the market order was the best 
scenario for the greatest number of individuals, especially the poor. This is because the market order 
allows for the greatest freedom of individual choice. By individual choice, classical liberals meant the 
consumer‘s freedom to select one product over another or create a product that improved upon 
something old, and this choice allows for the ―purposeful expression of individuality and diversity‖ 
(Sally 24).  
Trade further cultivates this diversity, and Hume and Smith were proponents of free trade 
(Sally 1998). If a foreign country can supply a commodity for cheaper than the nation, it behooves 
this nation to buy from the foreigner. This enables members of the domestic economy to place 
efforts into more lucrative production. Neoclassical and liberal economics both contend that 
openness to trade is conducive to domestic production. Whereas neoclassical economics assume 
trade facilitates in a vacuum without consideration of external factors, classical liberalism approaches 
trade ―dynamically.‖ This means Hume and Smith considered ―the way commercial openness 
combines with domestic institutional infrastructure e.g. macroeconomic stability, currency 
convertibility, openness to trade and foreign investment, public investment in education, health and 
infrastructure, enforcement of property rights, efficient public administration, regulation of financial 
markets‖ (Sally 1998, 43). But, this assumption relies on a properly functioning government, absence 
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of civil strife, and natural disaster. For Smith and Hume wealth accumulation is directly related to 
the free exchange of ideas and technology through an open and autonomous market—expanding 
the international market and domestic development go hand-in-hand. Smith and Hume 
acknowledged that liberalism left financial gaps between rich and poor countries; however, both 
thought poorer countries would eventually catch up to the richer. This is because the richer 
countries would eventually have to give up producing certain goods when costs and prices became 
too high. The poorer countries would then take over what the richer countries gave up.  
The idea that the state could secure and extend rights did not appear until the late nineteenth 
century. Utilitarian liberals contend that social institutions can assist in the cultivation of individual 
well-being, but economic liberals may contest this idea. For political economist, John Stuart Mill the 
state served as a ―moral organism‖ (Dewey 34) that could compensate for what the market cannot 
do, for example, ensure all citizens and migrants have health care or repair the decimation of a 
natural disaster. According to Dewey, utilitarian liberalism emerged from the conviction that the 
state could help remove obstacles that keep individuals in poverty. He explains: ―Only by 
participating in the common intelligence as it works for the common good can individual human 
beings realize their true individualities and become truly free. The state is but one organ among 
many of the spirit and will that holds all things together and makes human beings members of one 
another‖ (34). But Dewey diagnosed a crisis in liberalism that pervaded his time. Liberals could not 
distinguish between purely legal liberty and liberty of thought and action. They did not anticipate the 
re-emergence of private interests, and their capacity to control economics and politics.  
During the same time Dewey critiqued economic liberalism, John Maynard Keynes 
instigated one of the most powerful challenges to the free market assumptions of classical liberal and 
neoclassical economics. The Keynesian era of economics flourished from the end of World War II 
to the late 1970s when the United States fell into another economic recession. Keynes differed from 
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economic liberals because he argued that goods and services determine employment levels instead of 
the market (Peet 2003). To briefly summarize his position, Keynes suggested two groups influence 
demand: Consumers buying goods and investors buying equipment. As income rises, consumers 
would increase their spending and, thus, invigorate the economy. In the Keynesian system, 
investment in new factories, tools, and greater inventory are crucial variables of the economic 
system, but an individual or corporation‘s decision to invest is determined by the comparison of 
expected profit and interest rates on loans. Short term productive investments depend on 
expectations of future gain. The government could influence an individual or corporation‘s 
propensity to invest by changing the interest rate. Keynes believed that the redistribution of wealth 
through taxes would increase the consumers‘ tendency to spend. Conservative Keynesians see 
changing the interest rate as a non-obtrusive way of regulating the economy and utilitarian 
Keynesians see government deficit spending on social services and increased employment as a better 
means of regulating the economy. 
Liberal, neoclassical, and Keynesian economics have gone in and out of fashion, sometimes 
manifesting in economic policy, law, and discourse as a hybrid of all three. Each assigns a slightly 
different role for the government in the economy. Whereas Keynes and utilitarian liberals grant a 
substantial role for the government, economic liberalism allots the least. Keynes ideas continue to 
influence Western economies, and are some of the few active oppositional forces to economic 
liberalism. United States President Barak Obama‘s public works program designed to create jobs for 
highway renovation and school repairs is one example of a Keynesian response to recession. After 
the fall of the Keynesian era, the Lockean celebration of the individual and individual property rights 
as well as the Scottish liberals‘ advocacy for limited government, laissez faire, and free trade re-
emerged as a discourse in the 1980s with almost religious fervor. 
The Discourse of Neoliberalism and Accompanying Rhetorical Practices 
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 Neoliberalism is not to be confused with the Liberal and Conservative distinction within 
American politics. Weiler (1984) explains that American Liberals and Conservatives both have 
foundations in Lockean liberalism or the belief that citizens have natural rights. But, the two parties 
diverge over who is responsible for protecting these rights. Liberal ideology is similar to what Dewey 
calls utilitarian liberalism and draws from the philosophy of John Stuart Mills. Some American 
liberals continue to identify with the desire to expand social welfare programs. American 
Conservatives have carried on the Lockean suspicion of social institutions and some believe that the 
citizen best expresses him or herself with the freedom to choose moral action. However, both 
American political parties tend to accept what Dewey calls economic liberalism and former 
President Bill Clinton played a substantial role in liberalizing trade through the World Trade 
Organization.  
Neoliberals have not united into a political party. Rather, as Weiler (1984) suggests, it may be 
easier to identify a neoliberal by her rhetorical appeals. Neoliberal-globalization is a discourse that 
draws from classic liberalism and refers to politicians and policies emphasizing deregulation, free 
trade, and withdrawal of the state from the provision of social services. Neoliberalism combines 
classic liberalism, which emphasized subordinating the political to the economic sphere, and 
neoclassical economics, which also aims to maximize profits and individual freedom of choice. 
Critical geographer David Harvey (2005) suggests Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher are some 
of the earliest and prolific revivalists of economic liberalism and laissez faire as they tended to 
support deregulation, tax and budget cuts, and corporate sovereignty. Today neoliberalism is a global 
project and is the tour de force behind the Washington Consensus, the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF) and the World Trade Organization (WTO).  
Neoliberal theory emerged amongst a small and exclusive group of advocates consisting of 
economists, historians, and philosophers who admire the work of political philosopher Friedrich 
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von-Hayek who won the Nobel Prize for economics in 1974 (Harvey 2005). Von-Hayek and Keynes 
re-examined the assumptions of neoclassical economics and made antithetical conclusions (Cochran 
1994). The two disagreed about the self-adjusting tendencies of the market economy, the role of 
credit institutions, and interest rates. Followers of Hayek called themselves liberals because of their 
commitment to personal freedom and to show allegiance to neo-classical economics of the late 
nineteenth century. The group named themselves the Mont Pelerin Society and several other groups 
later formed to model them such as the Heritage Foundation in Washington, D.C. In the 1970s and 
1980s neoliberal theory gained notoriety amongst American academics at institutions like the 
University of Chicago. Harvey argues that neoliberals capitalized on civil rights activists‘ contempt 
of the state ―by capturing ideals of individual freedom and turning them against the interventionist 
and regulatory practices of the state‖ (42). But this had to be supported with an emphasis on 
consumer choice with respect to different lifestyles and modes of expression.11  
Weiler (1984) suggests that post war New Deal rhetoric, which lauded corporate power as a 
public asset, may have primed the American public for a new liberalism. Post-war liberals were less 
concerned with the people who had too little and more concerned with the health of the economy. 
The tenants of neoliberalism gained political cache in the late 1970s after a period of stagflation, 
slow economic growth and high unemployment, when the wealthiest 1% in the United States had 
the most to lose (Harvey 2004, 2006). The U.K. had to be bailed out by the IMF in 1975, and New 
York City went bankrupt the same year; the promises of the Keynesian era had failed to deliver and 
the world‘s elite had a chance to structure capitalism in a different way. Socialist and left leaning 
                                                 
11
 Harvey illustrates his point using the expansion of the US Chamber of Commerce under the Nixon administration 
and the re-structuring of New York City during the 1970s fiscal crisis. In the 1970s Supreme Court Justice Lewis 
Powell advised Nixon to give money to the American Chamber of Commerce so it might lead a crusade against 
major liberal institutions which he considered to be universities and the media. Powell singled out universities and 
the media to construct and advertise empirical studies in support of neoliberal policies. When New York City 
collapsed into bankruptcy, banks refused to bail the city out and seized the opportunity to restructure the city. City 
elites and cultural institutions were mobilized to sell an image of the city as a tourist destination for global elites. 
Harvey provides a dynamic explanation of the emergence of neoliberalism in A Brief History of Neoliberalism and 
Spaces of Global Capitalism. 
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groups in Europe and even U.S. liberals wanted to move political solutions towards greater state 
control of the economy. The right, more successfully, campaigned for deregulation. The financial 
crisis of the 1970s coupled with the concerted efforts of American corporate interests, think-tanks, 
certain sectors of the media, academic institutions, the Republican Party, and the Christian right in 
the United States helped make the rules and assumptions of neoliberalism common sense to the 
everyday American. Jerry Falwell, for instance, besieged the white working class by targeting their 
sense of moral righteousness. Falwell‘s ―moral majority‖ was not the first or last ―unholy alliance‖ 
between big business and conservative Christians who ―willingly voted against its material, 
economic, and class interests for cultural, nationalist, and religious reasons‖ (Harvey 2006, p. 20). 
Based on speeches, books, and the articles of American political figures of the late 1970s and 
early 1980s, Weiler (1984) suggests rhetoric played a role in common sense understandings of 
neoliberalism. Then neoliberals used non-ideological, innovative, and entrepreneurial appeals to 
change domestic and foreign politics. By non-ideological, Weiler means American neoliberals 
rejected Great Society liberal ideology, which purported governmental solutions to society‘s least 
advantaged. Instead, American neoliberals promised new and innovative forms of governance to 
tackle society‘s old problems, highlighting the excitement and entrepreneurial spirit of the 
burgeoning ―high tech‖ industry. Neoliberals emphasize ―the importance of individual freedom, 
liberty and responsibility, particularly in the marketplace‖ (Harvey 2006, p. 27). All systemic failures 
are linked back to personal entrepreneurship, and the best solutions to problems are purported to 
flow from individuals, especially corporations. As a discourse, American neoliberalism permeated 
national boundaries, influencing global banking and trade in the 1980s and 1990s. Proponents of 
neoliberalism made their way from Wall Street to lead significant global banking and trade 
institutions (Peet 2003). Drawing their values and beliefs from classical liberalism, these leaders and 
institutions influence contemporary understandings of food production and consumption. 
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Neoliberal-globalization and the Washington ―Consensus‖ 
Neoliberalism has captured the global contemporary imagination using similar appeals to 
innovation, opportunity, individual rights and entrepreneurialism, and the promises of technology. 
The United Nations (UN) Human Development Report (HDP) of 1999 optimistically constructs 
neoliberal-globalization as an era of opportunity with new markets, tools, actors, and rules. The 
authors of the HDP explain, ―This era of globalization is opening many opportunities for millions of 
people around the world. Increased trade, new technologies, foreign investments, expanding media 
and Internet connections are fuelling economic growth and human advance. All this offers 
enormous potential to eradicate poverty in the 21st century—to continue the unprecedented 
progress in the 20th century‖ (1). Similar to the United Nations, the Bretton Woods System—the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF), World Bank (WB), and World Trade Organization)—promotes 
neoliberalism discursively, through loan conditions, structural adjustment programs, and by 
enforcing global free-trade rules.  
Neoliberal-globalization can best be described in terms of the Washington Consensus. 
According to Senior Fellow at the Institute of International Economics, John Williamson, the term 
―Washington Consensus‖ was coined in 1989. Williamson claims he was the first to define this term 
in a background paper for a conference that the Institute of International Economics held to 
examine the extent that ―old ideas of development‖ governed Latin American politics. ―In order to 
try and ensure that the background papers for that conference dealt with a common set of issues,‖ 
Williamson explains, ―I made a list of ten policies that I thought more or less everyone in 
Washington would agree were needed more or less everywhere in Latin America, and labeled this 
the ‗Washington Consensus‘‖ (1). By ―Washington‖ Williamson was referring to the U.S. Congress, 
senior members of the Reagan administration, international financial institutes, economic agencies 
of the U.S. government, the Federal Reserve Board, and American think-tanks. He says he felt he 
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had encapsulated or coalesced members of the Organization for Economic Cooperation and 
Development (OECD) most poignant ideas and insights. 
The ten reforms that Williamson (2004) says constitute the original Washington Consensus 
of 1989 include fiscal discipline, which was meant to address countries with large deficits that led 
to balance of payment crisis and inflation; the reordering of public expenditure priorities away 
from subsidies for basic health, education, and infrastructure; tax reform that aimed to ―combine a 
broad base with moderate marginal tax rates‖; liberalizing interest rates; building competitive 
exchange rates; liberalizing trade; liberalization of inward foreign direct investment; 
privatization or focusing on building and supporting private enterprise; deregulation, which 
meant focusing specifically on eliminating barriers to trade and investment; and enabling micro and 
small enterprise to gain property rights (3). In hindsight, Williamson explains that labeling these 
reforms as ―consensus‖ was misleading. The first reactions and discussants of his Washington 
Consensus disagreed about how to conduct environmental and military spending. There was 
particular contention concerning the liberalizing of trade and interest rates. More than consensus, 
Williamson explains, these reforms represent a universal convergence because ―the extent of the 
agreement is far short of consensus but runs far wider than Washington‖ (4). 
In his years as an influential economist, Williamson has discovered two other interpretations 
of the Washington Consensus. One interpretation uses it as a synonym for neoliberalism and market 
fundamentalism. He regards this as a ―perversion‖ of the original meaning because members of the 
Reagan, Bush Senior, and especially the Clinton administration disagreed with many of his reform 
policies, but he is mainly concerned with the term consensus and does not deny that these 
administrations had some neoliberal preferences. He does concede to those who use his term to 
describe the policies that the Bretton Woods institutions applied to client countries. Joseph Stiglitz 
(2002), former economic advisor to President Bill Clinton and senior vice president of the World 
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Bank, agrees that neoliberalism has been promoted internationally through the Bretton Woods 
system. The International Monetary Fund pushes neoliberalism on borrowing nations through loan 
conditions and the World Bank with structural adjustment programs that advocate privatization, the 
collapse of trade barriers, and opening one‘s banks to foreign control, although in recent years the 
World Bank has attempted to build programs that are better suited to local needs. The WTO, for 
example, requires member nations to adopt free market policies and practices (Peet 2003). 
Neoliberal-globalization can be described as a discourse with a corresponding set of policies that are 
unevenly applied across the globe by various institutions through trade laws, loans, rhetorically, and 
with military might. 
The Bretton Woods System 
Keynes had a significant role in the drafting of the Bretton Woods system. In fact the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) was his brainchild. But Keynes would turn over in his grave if 
he knew the new roles and alliances that the IMF has made in the last half-century. According to 
Richard Peet‘s (2003) extensive research of the Bretton Woods System, Henry Dexter White, senior 
deputy of the U.S. treasury and Henry Morgenthau, the U.S. Secretary of Treasury under Franklin 
Roosevelt, had a formidable impact on the way the Bretton Woods System was designed. Peet 
reports that like many of the original signatories of Bretton Woods, the Bretton Woods system did 
not make sense to Keynes and he refused to sign it. Eventually the British and other nations had to 
sign the agreement because they needed money for reconstruction.  
From July 1-22, 1944, forty-four nations met in Bretton Woods, New Hampshire to discuss 
economic plans for the end of WWII (Peet 2003). Bretton Woods was based on the philosophy that 
an integrated international economy would lead to stability and world peace. The Bretton Woods 
system designated international control over exchange rates; established an adjustable membership 
quota system that would allow members to influence lending policies and have access to a pool of 
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currency in case of payment or economic difficulties; facilitated multilateral trade; made scarce 
currency provisions to decrease instability resulting from shortages; and founded a permanent 
institution to promote international monetary cooperation. The flow of capital was to be regulated 
by three institutions: the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the International Bank for 
Reconstruction and Development (IBRD) now the World Bank (WB), and an International Trade 
Organization (ITO), which came to be known as the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade 
(GATT) and is now the World Trade Organization (WTO). Because the United States had money to 
loan, it found itself in a premier position to influence international currency and lending. Wall Street 
became the home of Bretton Woods finance.  
The IMF and the World Bank 
The IMF is a public financial institution considered part of the UN system, but tends to 
operate independently. This institution draws its resources from membership quotas that are 
determined by the nation‘s economic volume.12 Charged with preventing economic crisis from 
occurring, the IMF monitors the macro-economic policies of governments, mainly the state budget, 
exchange rates, and the financial policies of governments. In recent years the IMF has expanded its 
activities into development and reducing poverty. This institution promotes economic stability by 
―encouraging countries to adopt sound economic and financial policies‖ (IMF 2010a). Called 
―structural adjustment‖ these economic policies include reducing deficits, inflation, and public 
                                                 
12
 According to the IMF‟s website the organization promotes “international monetary cooperation and exchange rate 
stability, facilitates the balanced growth of international trade, and provides resources to help members in balance of 
payment difficulties or to assist with poverty” (IMF 2010). The IMF has 186 member countries and the latest nation 
to join the institution was the former Yugoslav republic of Kosovo in June 2009. The IMF‟s financial resources 
come from a capital quota, determined by a member country‟s economy and volume of trade, which the country 
pays when it joins the bank (Peet 2003). In 2006 the IMF reformed its quota formula to include a “weighted average 
of GDP (weight of 50 percent), openness (30 percent), economic variability (15 percent), and international reserves 
(5 percent)” (IMF 2010c). The United States has the largest quota with 56.7 billion American dollars in drawing 
rights, or a potential claim of usable currency based on a floating exchange rate. Countries pay 25% of their quota 
with US dollars or Yen and the rest with domestic currency (Peet 2003). Quotas determine the country‟s 
subscription or the maximum amount of finance the member must pay the IMF upon joining, voting power, and the 
amount of money it can receive in the form of an IMF loan. The IMF was originally designed to regulate the rates at 
which “currencies were exchanged among member countries” and to “ensure international stability by making loans 
in times of crisis with member countries balances of payments” (56).  
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expenditures; opening the nation‘s markets to foreign trade; liberalizing interest rates; deregulation; 
protecting private-property rights; and focusing on enhancing the power of the private sector. The 
IMF then monitors the nation‘s policies based on a system of bilateral surveillance. Once a year, 
IMF staff visit a member country‘s government central bank, business representative, labor unions, 
and civil society to advocate for these economic or financial policies and also listen to their concerns 
(IMF 2010d). This ‗transparency‘ of surveillance is a new policy; largely in response to complaints 
from grassroots movements and NGOs that the IMF was too rigid and opaque. However, the banks 
real transparency is questionable (Hartnett & Stengrim 2006). 
Borrowing nations tend to ―approach the IMF when they are having trouble with balance of 
payments—that is, not taking in enough foreign exchange from exports, foreign investments, or to 
pay for imports‖(Peet 2003, 61). Member countries can withdrawal twenty-five percent of their 
membership quota and if this does not help, they can withdrawal up to three times their quota under 
conditions specified by the IMF‘s executive board. Details of the loan are included in a ‗letter of 
intent‘ signed by the senior person of a government and IMF director.13 The IMF staff, who only 
works with governments, then monitors compliance with the agreement and expects timely 
payments. IMF borrowers are mostly developing countries, transitional post-communist countries, 
or emerging market countries from a financial crisis. In recent years, substantial numbers of 
borrowing nations have not been able to repay their loans and have fallen deeper into debt (Stiglitz 
2003).  
 The same countries that belong to the International Monetary Fund also belong to the 
World Bank (WB). The World Bank is actually made of two different member supported 
                                                 
13
 The IMF has a board of governors which includes representatives from all member countries and meets annually 
with the World Bank to make policy decisions. An executive board meets three times a week in DC. The USA, 
Japan, Germany, France, the UK, China, Russia, and Saudi Arabia have their own seats on the board and the other 
16 executive directors are elected for 2 year terms by groups of countries called constituencies. The IMF has a 
weighted voting system: the larger the membership quota the more the votes that member has. The Bank has about 
2800 employees from 133 countries who are responsible to the bank but not their country. 
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development institutions: the International Bank for Reconstruction and Development (IBRD) and 
the International Development Association (IDA). The World Bank‘s website explains that the two 
banks often collaborate but the IBRD focuses on middle income and credit worthy poorer countries 
while the IDA focuses on the world‘s poorest countries.14 The World Bank provides ―low-interest 
loans, interest-free credits and grants in developing countries‖ to help with education, health, 
infrastructure, agriculture, and environmental management (World Bank 2010). This bank publishes 
yearly reports on client countries for the public to read. 
Whereas IMF policies have remained virtually the same since the 1950s, World Bank policies 
shift in relation to the leader. The World Bank recently phased out structural adjustment and 
attempts to cater loans to the specific needs of the client. Most of the presidents and leaders of the 
World Bank, Peet (2003) reports, can be connected to the United States, and, specifically, Wall 
Street. The World Bank is considered the foremost development institution in the world. According 
to Article 1 of the original Bretton Woods agreement, the bank is meant to assist in member state‘s 
efforts to reconstruct and develop; promote private investment; promote long range balance of 
growth and international trade; arrange loans that are immediately useful; and conduct operations 
with all members in mind (112-13).  
 In the 1950s, for example, the World Bank became interested in reducing poverty 
supposedly because bank leaders visited post-colonized nations in Africa and South America and 
witnessed stark scarcity, but both Peet (2003) and Stiglitz (2003) argue that this was as much a 
security and public relations measure to win allies in the Cold War as it was a humanitarian effort. 
From 1968 to 1981, Robert McNamara led the World Bank, envisioning the bank as a development 
                                                 
14
 Their work is complemented by the International Finance Corporation (IFC), which provides services to 
developing countries to help them develop their private sector; the Multilateral Investment Guarantee Agency 
(MIGA) which provides a kind of insurance and guidance to developing nations in case something goes wrong with 
the economy; and the International Centre for the Settlement of Investment Disputes (ICSID), which provides 
facilities for arbitration of international investment disputes. 
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agency. Disenchanted with ―trickle-down‖ economics, McNamara engaged in direct policy 
intervention and designed specific programs to meet individual‘s ―basic needs.‖ Peet explains,  
Under the McNamara presidency, the bank continued to believe fundamentally in the 
efficacy of free markets, but took a more equivocal view of ownership, believing that 
managerial competence was more important than private entrepreneurship, so that loans 
could be made under public ownership system within an overall conception of greater 
governmental intervention in the developmental process (119).  
Under McNamara‘s lead World Bank loans targeted population control, employment policies, 
nutrition, health, and the water supply. The ―basic needs approach‖ to lending focused on rural 
development and small farmers. Loans were provided for seeds, fertilizer, and infrastructure to 
increase productivity in small farming and in turn raise incomes. These projects turned out to be 
better theoretically then in practice. No one knew how to approach agriculture in Africa where loans 
frequently wound up in the hands of middle income farmers making them richer and freezing out 
the farmers that needed the loans the most.  
 In the 1980s the World Banks began investing in policy based rather than program based 
loans. This was in response to a 1981 report by Eliot Berg who blamed problems in sub-Saharan 
Africa such as ―slow economic growth, sluggish agricultural performance, rapid rates of population 
increase, balance of payments and fiscal crisis‖ on ―external factors‖ and policy inadequacies (Peet 
2003, p.121). Berg‘s report suggested that ―trade and exchange rate policies over-protect industry, 
held back agriculture and absorbed administrative capacity‖ (121). Berg observed ―too many 
administrative constraints‖ and an ―over-extended public sector‖ of ―hopelessly corrupt and 
inefficient parastatals‖ (121). Berg recommended the private sector be enlarged, that agriculture 
focus on small capitalist farmers while following an export oriented development path.  
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Former Bank of America President A.W Clauson replaced McNamara in 1981. His 
presidency corresponded to a general shift toward neoliberal banking (Peet 2003). Clauson preferred 
structural adjustment and market improvement strategies to poverty eradication. At the time U.S. 
President Ronald Reagan mistrusted the World Bank and demanded it be investigated for socialistic 
tendencies. As a result of Reagan‘s investigations, the United States cut 25 % of its contribution to 
World Bank and would not increase its contribution until the bank changed its policy. Structural 
adjustment became the way that the World Bank appeased the political and financial power of the 
United States. 
In general, Peet (2003) explains, the structural part of adjustment meant ―changing the 
structure of incentives towards profit orientation, increasing the role of markets as compared with 
states and augmenting private property rights; and restructuring the sectoral composition of an 
economy towards tradable (and especially exportable) goods‖ (126-27). But by the mid-1980s, the 
World Bank realized most borrowing countries would not be able to pay back their debt. In the 
1990s, the World Bank revised its neoliberal policies to include a renewed emphasis on social 
problems related to health, education, and poverty; a long term and ―holistic‖ approach to 
development; allowing the borrowing nation to take ―ownership‖ of the development process; and 
revisiting and reassessing development goals. Of all the Bretton Woods institutions, Peet argues, the 
World Bank has been the most receptive to criticism.  
The IMF and World Bank have influenced global agriculture through structural adjustment 
programs and debt to income ratios that require developing nations to cut government spending on 
free seed programs, and agricultural tariffs and subsidies. Economic advisors from both institutions 
have encouraged borrowing nations to sell land to industrial farmers, which reduces land available 
for subsistent farming, and liberalize their agricultural markets. After a consultation with the banks, 
nations redesign the agricultural sector to focus their efforts on producing high priced commodities. 
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For example, in the mid-1980s the World Bank encouraged the Philippines, one of the world‘s 
largest rice exporters, to import rice from other countries and focus their efforts on asparagus and 
cut flowers (Bello 2009). Structural adjustment programs may reduce the farmer‘s capacity to feed 
citizens in case of emergency or if food prices suddenly escalate, but the debt borrowing nations 
often incur to the IMF and World Bank is enough to cripple a nation. While countries like Jamaica 
are busy supplying the world with bananas, local people no longer have access to healthy, 
sustainable, and home-grown vegetables, fruits, and grains (Black 2005).  
The World Trade Organization 
 The World Trade Organization (WTO) represents a shared set of rules related to 
international trade, which have served to normalize the assumptions of neoliberalism. Many consider 
it the most elusive of the Bretton Woods system. Although it advertises itself as a democratic 
institution, it is notoriously difficult for the public to engage this organization. The WTO evolved 
from the General Agreement on Trade and Tariffs on January 1, 1995 to regulate international trade 
and has been the center of controversy and protest ever since. Today the WTO has 153 member 
states (WTO 2010). Unlike the IMF and the World Bank, the WTO does not have a Board of 
Directors; rather the organization belongs to its members. Members cannot pick or choose 
agreements, and enforce rules through a General Council, a Dispute Settlement Body, and a Trade 
Policy Review Body. 15 The WTO advertises itself as an organization that makes decisions by 
                                                 
15
 Countries bring disputes to the WTO if they think their trade rights have been violated (WTO 2010). The WTO‟s 
website explains “A dispute arises when one country adopts a trade policy measure or takes some action that one or 
more fellow-WTO members considers to be breaking the WTO agreements, or to be a failure to live up to 
obligations. A third group of countries can declare that they have an interest in the case and enjoy some rights.” In 
the first stage of the dispute, the disagreeing parties are encouraged to talk the problem out on their own and if this 
fails they may call in director-general to mediate. If the parties cannot resolve the dispute on their own, then the 
parties enter the second stage where a panel of experts is appointed to help the Dispute Settlement Body come to a 
conclusion on the dispute. This stage runs like a hearing where parties can call in experts and file oral and written 
rebuttals and can take up to a year to resolve. The panel gives a final report to the disputing parties, which is then 
circulated to all members. According to the WTO‟s website, this report “becomes the Dispute Settlement Body‟s 
ruling or recommendation within 60 days unless a consensus rejects it. Both sides can appeal the report” and often 
times both parties do appeal. An appeal is heard by a 7 member permanent appellate body that “broadly represents 
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consensus and resorts to voting only if consensus is not possible. However, voting rights, and 
ostensibly consensus, are determined by the members‘ contribution to world trade. In the early days 
of the WTO, the United States held 17 percent of the organization‘s vote and could easily influence 
other members‘ votes. In fact the U.S. only agreed to join the WTO if it could withdrawal from the 
organization if members voted against the U.S. on three or more issues in one year (Peet 2003).  
 WTO trade rules and negotiations are on-going. But, negotiations came to a halt in 2006, 
mainly because member states could not agree on how to govern agricultural trade. The WTO‘s 
Agreement on Agriculture (AoA) requires the slow elimination of subsidies, tariffs, and other 
domestic supports. Many of the largest farmers of corn, wheat, soy, and rice from the U.S. and E.U. 
have benefitted from domestic supports and are reticent to reduce these. The push to further 
liberalize agricultural trade through the WTO, geographer Tony Weiss (2007) explains, was a 
combination of the rise of neoliberalism in the U.S. and Europe, pressure from the Cairns group—
Australia, New Zealand, Canada, Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Thailand, South Africa, Uruguay, Bolivia, 
Columbia, Costa Rico, Fiji, Guatemala, Indonesia, Malaysia, Paraguay, and the Philippines—or a 
group of middle and smaller scale agricultural exporting countries with highly competitive but less 
subsidized export sectors, and the weight of agriculture transnationals who wanted to further expand 
their markets and override international resistance to genetically modified food. Members have 
committed to a gradual reduction of domestic supports, which has created an uneven playing field. 
 The WTO also enforces American style patent rights through its rules pertaining to the 
trade-related aspects of intellectual property rights (TRIPS). According to Weiss (2007) the TRIPS 
                                                                                                                                                             
the WTO‟s membership” (WTO 2010). These members do not represent any political affiliations, but are highly 
regarded international trade experts. The appellate body helps the Dispute Settlement Body reach a conclusion 
within 60 days. Once a case is decided, the losing party must make its policy adhere to WTO rules and regulations. 
The losing party must state its intention to change its policy within 30 days of the ruling. If complying with the rule 
proves difficult, then the country can adapt its policies over a longer “reasonable” period of time. If the losing party 
fails to adapt to WTO rules it must enter into negotiations with the complaining country to discuss “mutually-
acceptable compensation.” Should the losing country fail to compensate the complaining party after 20 days, then 
the complaining party can ask the Dispute Settlement Body to file trade sanctions against the country. The WTO is 
the organization to watch for conflicts big agriculture and small farmers. 
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protocol was pushed by the U.S. trade representatives at the WTO ―to enact stronger patent 
protection laws, premised on the claim that the prospect of earning an exclusive technological rent 
for a specified time period must be protected in order to guarantee incentives to invest in research‖ 
(138). TRIPS helped transnationals like Monsanto expand the market for patented seed by 
eliminating the concept of innovation for the public good on a global scale. India, in particular, has 
been highly critical of TRIPS legislation, arguing instead for exemption of specific agricultural 
commodities. The WTO‘s rules on subsidies, patents, and domestic supports have spurred 
international controversy. 
Whereas the social democratic state is committed to ―full employment and the optimization 
of the well-being of all of its citizens,‖ the neoliberal state, influenced by the Bretton Woods system, 
is committed to creating the ideal conditions for capitalist accumulation (Harvey 2006, p. 25). Big 
business is assumed to be the best way to foster growth, eliminate poverty, and provide higher living 
standards to the greatest amount of people. Small farms are replaced with strip malls and industry, 
fields of open space are mechanized to produce livestock or cash commodities. All forms of social 
solidarity, such as unions, which would constrain the ―flexible‖ flow of capital, are reduced or 
eliminated. 
 
 
Critics of Neoliberalism 
 Hungarian philosopher Karl Polanyi‘s (1944/2001) project in The Great Transformation is to 
demonstrate that the idea of a self-regulating market is a myth, and therefore, liberalism is a utopian 
project. Among his many thesis, Polanyi held that the disembeddedness of a market directly 
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corresponds to social dislocation and poverty.16 He warned that laissez-faire and market 
fundamentalism would turn people and land into commodities ensuring the demise of both. He 
elaborates, 
To allow the market mechanism to be the sole director of the fate of human beings and their 
natural environment indeed, even of the amount and use of purchasing power, would result 
in the demolition of society. For the alleged commodity ‗labor power‘ cannot be shoved 
about, used indiscriminately, or even left unused, without affecting also the human individual 
who also happens to be the bearer of this particular commodity. In disposing of a man‘s 
labor power the system would, incidentally, dispose of the physical, psychological, and moral 
entity ‗man‘ attached to that tag. Robbed of the protective covering of cultural institutions, 
human beings would perish from the effects of social exposure; they would die victims of 
acute social dislocation through vice, perversion, crime, and starvation. Nature would be 
reduced to its elements, neighborhoods and landscapes defiled, rivers polluted, military 
safety jeopardized, the power to produce food and raw materials destroyed (76). 
 Polanyi warns the reader that the logic of the market is destruction-of-life. The market does not 
have a moral compass or the impulse to protect human and environmental resources. Because 
liberalism does not provide a means of approaching the problems caused by industrialization, the 
efforts of free market theorists are destined for failure.  
                                                 
16
 To support his point, Polanyi reviews pre-industrial systems of economics which he defines by their 
embeddedness within social systems. The only natural component of the 19th century market economy, he explains, 
are counter protective movements, for example, laws and regulations initiated by humanitarians to keep the market 
from obliterating the environment and humanity. The main difference between pre and post market economics is 
related to the way the economy was integrated into social life. He reviews the work of 18th and 19th century 
anthropologists and ethnographers to demonstrate that economics was a subsystem of the social before the 19th 
century. By a subsystem of the social, Polanyi means materials were important only to the extent that they protected 
one‟s social status. Ethnographers agree that pre-industrial economies can be defined by the “absence of the motive 
of gain; the absence of the principle of laboring for remuneration; the absence of the principle of least effort; and, 
especially, the absence of any separate and distinct institution based on economic motives.” (49) If man has a natural 
predilection towards a specific action, it is not accumulation like Adam Smith and his contemporaries ascertained, 
but the social. 
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Like Polanyi (1944/2001), critical linguist, Noam Chomsky (1999) is keen to highlight the 
problems and contradictions in the neoliberal-globalization paradigm: to be a rhetor of laissez faire 
does not make one a practitioner. Both Chomsky (1999) and Harvey (2005) suggest that laissez faire 
policies have led to the consolidation of classes, which benefit the global elite and decimate the 
poor. Chomsky calls neoliberalism ―socialism for the rich‖ (39). He notes that the only countries 
outside of Europe to have succeeded in development are the two that escaped European 
colonization: United States and Japan. Development seems to be contingent on eluding colonialism 
and other neoliberal development experiments. Neoliberal development experiment refers to 
Washington Consensus policies implemented in borrowing nations by the International Monetary 
Fund. Now the U.S. and Japan represent two of the most powerful nations in the world. To 
differing degrees both relied on state intervention, violence, protection from trade liberalization, and 
exploitation of labor to become economic successes. Developing nations tend to support neoliberal 
policies abroad through IMF and WTO membership, but ―pull the plug on‖ laissez faire when it 
does not benefit them. Chomsky characterizes this attitude as ―market discipline is good for you, but 
not for me‖ (34). Similarly, he calls neoliberalism the ―official doctrine imposed on the defenseless‖ 
(34).  
Chomsky worries that market fundamentalism squelches participatory democracy to an 
authoritarian ideal, which he calls market democracy. For example, NAFTA was pushed through 
Congress with the support of business but without backing from labor unions and the majority of 
the public. Similarly, Chomsky says U.S. presidents such as Bill Clinton used the WTO to spread 
deregulation and free market values. New WTO members must eliminate subsidies and tariffs over a 
certain amount of time and decrease government spending on social welfare (Bello 2009; Weiss 
2007). This means that despite the will of the public, member nations must work to appease other 
WTO members or risk trade sanctions. Chomsky describes the outcomes of the WTO as ―a new 
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tool for far reaching U.S. intervention into the internal affairs of others; the takeover of a crucial 
sector of foreign economies by U.S. corporations; benefits for business sectors and the wealthy; 
shifting the costs to the general population; new and potentially powerful weapons against the threat 
of democracy‖ (72). Market democracy is a sort of top down constitutionalism implemented and 
enforced by the WTO that can counteract democratic social action.  
Stiglitz (2003) claims that in addition to the WTO, the IMF plays a leading role in worldwide 
poverty. Among several criticisms, Stiglitz accuses the IMF of privileging the interests of the market 
and global financiers over helping the countries that suffer from real macroeconomic instability. In 
fact, he argues the IMF increases global macro instability. Instead of implementing its version of 
neoliberalism as a blanket policy for all developing nations that apply for a loan, Stiglitz suggests the 
IMF examine each nation‘s unique economic, political, and social circumstances. Most borrowing 
nations are not equipped to endure the kind of structural changes that the IMF suggests and within a 
decade these nations experience a complete collapse of their banks and fall back into poverty. The 
IMF then bails out the creditors instead of improving bankruptcy regulation to include due process 
for creditors. Moreover, loan conditionality undermines democratic practices.  
If the IMF undermines democracy and increases a nation‘s chances of falling into more 
economic instability, then why would nations borrow from this bank? Stiglitz says leaders are often 
in a state of desperation and need when they contact the IMF and thus accept loan conditions out of 
fear and to avoid the institutions‘ bullying pulpit. Additionally, donors such as the World Bank and 
the European Union make access to their funds conditioned upon IMF approval. Acceptance from 
the IMF means more funds for the nation from more donors.  
Stiglitz (2003) explains that the WTO and IMF members earnestly believe that they are 
pursuing the general interests of most people. However, the ―typical central bank governor begins 
his day worrying about inflation statistics, not poverty statistics, the trade minister worries about 
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export numbers, not pollution indices‖ (216). Reclaiming the IMF as a public institution might help 
change the mindset of the people inside these institutions. In recent years, for example, both 
organizations have responded to Stiglitz critiques. In 2006 the IMF changed its voting rights to be 
more inclusive of diverse economic structures and attempts to make its self-look like a more 
democratic institution by peppering its website with odes to ―dialog,‖ ―poverty reform,‖ and 
―transparency.‖ Still the IMF continues to advocate policies that are not widely accepted as helpful 
for developing countries and continues to uphold a mask of infallibility, refusing to admit to its 
mistakes for fear of losing credibility. Stiglitz believes the IMF continues to take steps in the right 
direction, but suggests the IMF leave the poverty business and stick to its original task. Because of 
the IMF‘s mask of infallibility, there is a genuine need for international public institutions to watch 
these organizations in hopes of diversifying and increasing their transparency.  
Hartnett and Stengrim (2006) locate relationships between rhetorics of neoliberal-
globalization and violence. The authors suggest that George W. Bush policies should be understood 
in relation to neoliberal-globalization and the spread of free market ideology. In particular, the 
authors claim that democracy, free markets, and September 11th became an ―elastic justification‖ for 
waging war abroad. The authors also highlight connections between transnational capital and uneven 
geographical development. Through ―border-straddling‖ transnational corporations, which are 
supported by the Bretton Woods‘s system and multilateral trade agreements such as the North 
American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), rely on cheap labor in developing countries, but send 
excess capital back to elite nations. This has the effect of hindering the economic advancement of 
the least developed countries. On the other hand, many Americans, especially those in the ―rust 
belt,‖ have lost jobs to the mobility of transnational capital accumulation.  
The Emergence of Global Civil Society and the Anti-Neoliberal-Globalization Movement 
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One consequence of increased globalization of the world economy was the strengthening of 
networks of global civil society to compensate for problems or services the state would no longer 
address or to appeal to the state to do something about the problem or services the state was not 
addressing. Civil society has a rich history, but the concept of global civil society emerged in the 
early 20th century (Kaldor 2003). While conceptualizations of global civil society are contested, in 
this dissertation global civil society will refer to an international assemblage of related and unrelated 
stateless structures and organizations—NGOs, social movements, IGOs, transnational networks—
meant to highlight or contest specific issues that tend to pertain to the whole of humanity, such as 
human rights, the environment, gender, and food (Berkovitch 1999; Kaldor 2003). . 
The international entities that comprise global civil society assume various structures and are 
composed of different kinds of subjects. Social movement generally refers to ―organizations, groups 
of people and individuals, who act together to bring about transformation in society‖ (Kaldor 2003, 
p. 82). Transnational social movements tend to be cosmopolitan, which suggests they are geared 
towards contesting specific issues and principles that portend to human beings. These movements 
are autonomous, meaning their messages address an organization or institution, and tend to be 
modular, which means they engage in different types of protest—petition, strike, demonstrations, 
performance. La Vía Campesina, an international grassroots social movement I analyze in chapter 5, 
seeks to differentiate their network from non-governmental organizations (NGO) and international 
organizations (IGO) such as the UN because the movement wants to declare itself autonomous and, 
therefore more faithful to the needs of their members.  
In comparison to social movements, NGOs are professional, middle class, and ―tame‖ 
(Kaldor 2003). NGOs are voluntary and they derive their income from donations from global 
institutions such as the UN, private organizations such as Monsanto or Walmart, donors such as 
USAID, the Gates or Rockefeller Foundation, or private individuals. NGOs typically advocate for a 
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group or provide services that the State cannot afford such as HIV/AIDS testing, general medical 
services, education, research, services for the disabled or marginalized because of religion, ethnicity, 
or income. Kaldor refers to this as a ―safety net‖ without extending or enlarging the government. 
NGOs also fund and help social movements when they struggle to form or finance their work. 
Kaldor says the concept of NGOs includes professional societies and self-help groups such as trade 
unions and refugee organization, and also Community Based Organizations (CBO), and grassroots 
organizations.  
Unlike social movements, NGOs are not autonomous and often derive their money from 
donors like USAID, the exception being NGOs that promote solidarity amongst specific people—
women, the poor, a specific ethnic group. In fact a significant amount of aid for humanitarian 
efforts is filtered through INGOs and NGOs. Because of their position as advocate, NGOs often 
serve as mediators between the marginalized or oppressed and the powerful. However, because they 
are funded by more powerful individuals, they sometimes have to compromise the position of the 
people they serve to stay afloat and compete. 
Transnational Activist or Civic Networks consist of INGOs, social movements, and 
grassroots organizations that mobilize for specific campaigns. They sometimes merge the interests 
of activists of both the Northern and Southern Hemisphere, who are often at odds because of 
economic, cultural, ideological, and spatial differences. These networks often link the demands of 
more radical activists with tamed organizations (Kaldor 2003). Women, peasants, and the terminally 
ill or handicapped have had success with transnational networks who advocate through the UN 
Conference process. For example, women from Uganda who cannot own property by law could 
mobilize NGOs that participate in the UN Conference Process to file a grievance with the UN‘s 
Conference on Eliminating Discrimination against Women. If the UN believes in their case, they 
can put pressure on the Ugandan president to change his policy.  
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Conclusions 
The dream of classic liberals such as Smith and Hume has never culminated into a truly 
autonomous market because of the influence of utilitarian liberalism and Keynes. The belle époque 
of the early 20th century and the last two decades of the 20th century represent the peak of Scottish 
liberalism‘s influence on global economic practice. These periods brought economic gain to the 
largest populations, although critics of neoliberalism are quick to suggest that these periods of 
growth were followed by global recession and poverty. Classic liberalism is grounded in the 
conviction that humans, commodities, and corporations operate best when freed from external, 
specifically legal, constraints. Polanyi and Dewey both contend that this idea may have instituted 
what seems like a natural opposition between the individual and organized society.  
After the problems of the first Great Depression, Friedrich von-Hayek and John Maynard 
Keynes emerged as global revolutionaries, challenging the assumptions of neoclassical economics. 
However, the two held almost antithetical interpretations of the same economic challenges. Keynes 
reign began after the Second World War and ended in the late 1970s after another global depression. 
Von-Hayek‘s revival of classic liberalism re-emerged as a discourse with a tour-de-force that 
included political leaders such as Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher, the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF) and the World Bank. Reagan and Thatcher reinforced the discourse of neoliberalism 
using a combination of rhetorical force, threats, violence, policy, and law. The IMF and World Bank 
propagated neoliberalism through structural adjustment programs, which defined economic 
progress, growth, and stability in specific ways. The discourse of neoliberalism normalizes 
Washington Consensus policies such as fiscal discipline, cuts in public expenditure, deregulation, 
and liberalization of trade, interest, and exchange rates. Although the IMF and World Bank were 
attempting to help borrowers out of dire circumstances, these nations have fallen into deeper debt 
over the years.  
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Neoliberalism has direct consequences for farmers, agriculture, and food. The IMF and 
World Bank‘s structural adjustment programs that flourished in the 1980s and 1990s reduced state 
spending on agriculture and social services. Borrowing nations were encouraged to buy cultural 
based food necessities such as rice, wheat, and corn from foreign nations. Local farmers are 
encouraged to produce high priced commodities as contractors for corporations. High-priced 
commodities require high-priced equipment, so only wealthier farmers can make this transition. 
Without subsidies and tariffs, small rice, corn, and wheat farmers in the Philippines, Mexico, and 
Africa could not compete in a liberalized market. Without their farms these people are forced to 
migrate to larger cities or outside of their own countries to look for work. Some live in urban slums 
or risk their lives crossing borders into wealthier nations to farm the land. 
The World Trade Organization (WTO) may only exacerbate these tensions. While journalist 
Heather Stewart (2010) from the U.K.‘s The Guardian confidently touts that the American neoliberal 
era has ended, the United States still has majority vote at the WTO. As of today the WTO enforces 
trade liberalization and American style property rights on a global scale. This has caused alarm for 
struggling small farmers all over the world. Small-scale farmers, foodies, environmentalists and 
humanitarians have united against the neoliberal food regime. In chapters 4 and 5, I analyze a 
struggle to redefine food production and consumption. After the burst of the last economic bubble, 
global leaders and citizens have a chance to repair the discourses and policies that contribute to 
abject poverty and environmental degradation.  
 
Chapter 4 
Articulating a Cartography of Power:  
Neoliberalism, Subsidies, and other Double-Standards within the Race to Secure Food  
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On the 24th of January 2010 the world turned an empathic ear and eye to Haiti after residents 
experienced an earthquake that measured 7.0 on the Richter magnitude scale, decimating buildings, 
infrastructure, and human life. This was not the first tragedy to beset residents of Port-au-Prince. 
The mid to older generations have bared witness to large-scale political corruption, violence, and 
civil strife. In April of 2008 many of the poorest Haitians found themselves unable to purchase rice, 
a staple of the local diet, and basic necessities.  
A group of men duck in unison as the sound of rubber bullets fired reverberates into a 
crowd of angry protestors trying to break into the presidential palace in Port-au-Prince to force 
President Rene Preval out of office (Jackson 2008, The Guardian 2008). News footage and eye-
witness accounts reveal a grisly scene: Smashed windows, looted storefronts, concrete barricades, 
smoldering cars, gun-toting peacekeepers, and thin angry men shouting and roaming the streets 
(Jackson 2008; Nkweta 2008). Concerned mothers tell reporters their children look like 
―toothpicks,‖ and others are calling the effects of the food crisis ―Clorox-hunger‖ because their 
insides feel as if they are being eaten away by acid (Bello 2009). Dubbed ―the silent tsunami‖ by the 
World Food Program, in 2008 people around the world protested elevating food prices for basic 
commodities such as wheat, rice, and corn (Goodman 2008). 
So what is behind the food riots in Haiti? While Bill Quigley, a human rights lawyer and 
professor at Loyola University in New Orleans, blames the IMF, trade liberalization, and American 
food subsidies for the crisis in Haiti, The Economist (2008) suggests the problem is due to price 
inflation, state intervention in the market to compensate for the inflation, and exacerbated by ―holes 
in the World Food Program‖ (Quigley 2008; The Economist 2008). Developing countries, The 
Economist suggests, best further liberalize their markets to survive elevating food prices. Although 
authors disagree about the source and solution to food crises, the people living off of less than one 
dollar a day do not have a buffer when food prices increase. 
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Theories about the source of food price crises vary from author to author. Most blame a 
combination of either states meddling with export subsidies and limited market access or the 
opposite, trade liberalization, consolidated agriculture markets, and a growing global demand for 
meat and bio-fuels (Heffernan 2000; McMichael 2000; Paarlberg 2008; Rosset 2006; Stiglitz 2006; 
The Economist 2008).17 Quigley (2008) traces the root of Haiti‘s problem to an IMF loan in 1986 
meant to cover for then President Jean Claude ―Baby Doc‖ Duvalier who ran off with the nation‘s 
treasury after being forced out of office. The loan required Haiti to reduce its tariff protections for 
rice and other crops, and open their markets to foreign trade. Before 1986 Haiti was able to feed its 
own people and other nations with its rice and sugar supply. However, after Haiti opened its 
markets to foreign rice and sugar, local farmers could no longer compete with the low prices set by 
food transnationals, forcing them off their land, and out of a traditional livelihood. These farmers 
called the result of IMF policies in Haiti the invasion of ―Miami Rice.‖ Quigley asks why the U.S. 
would purposely attempt to ruin Haiti‘s rice business. His answer is: To protect its own farmers, the 
U.S. subsidizes rice and protects agribusiness, making it difficult for Haitian farmers to compete. 
While The Economist (2008) was correct in suggesting that food aid will temporarily move the people 
of Haiti through elevating food prices, further liberalization without the U.S. reducing subsidies or 
mitigating the power of food transnationals to control food prices is a dubious solution to Haiti‘s 
food insecurity.  
International development and agricultural policy are of particular significance to this 
dissertation‘s focus on neoliberalism and the way this philosophy has influenced the course of 
agriculture in countries like Haiti, which is why I have selected to analyze articulations of food 
                                                 
17
 By consolidated agriculture markets Heffernan and Rosset reference the vertical and horizontal integration of food 
transnationals (TNC) like Monsanto and Dupont, which was enabled by neoliberal policies that loosened anti-trust 
laws. Horizontal integration occurs when one company purchases all of the farms producing corn, for example, or 
buys all of the plants processing beef. Vertical market integration refers to the actions a large firm may take to 
reduce competition like buying and controlling multiple sectors of agriculture, for example, buying biotech firms, 
grain elevators, and railroad companies or merging with competitors that have similar assets.  
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security within Senate Foreign Relations Meetings (2009, 2010), a Borlaug Dialogue (2009), a special 
edition of Science Magazine (2009), and food transnational‘s public relations statements on food 
security.18 These texts directly and indirectly influence the shape of international development, 
agriculture policy, and will therefore help me navigate the relationship between the symbolic and 
material, which is an important aspect of a rhetorical geography. In the late 1970s the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank (WB) shifted their development programs from 
agriculture and land reform, meaning the transfer of ownership of land from a small number of 
wealthy people to providing land for numerous small farmers, to structural adjustment. Structural 
adjustment emphasizes opening a nation‘s markets to international trade, decreasing inflation, and 
domestic spending. Under this system farmers are encouraged to specialize in products that will 
collect high prices on the market, and buy products such as cotton and milk that can be produced 
for less in other markets. This system is unfair because nations without subsidies must compete with 
nations that have them. Industrial farming increases yield but reduces the need for human labor in 
nations that already struggle to provide jobs for their people. Moreover, the most powerful and 
developed economies were built on diverse domestic agriculture systems, the same systems 
structural adjustment has decimated in countries that accepted loans from the IMF or opened their 
markets to join the WTO.  
Because neoliberal-globalization is widely considered a U.S. project (Bello 2009; Chomsky 
1999; Harvey 2005 2006; Peet 2003; Stiglitz 2002, Weis 2007), I focus mostly on American 
arguments pertaining to food security. My purpose is to continue the mapping orientation to 
rhetorical text by tracing the discourse of neoliberal-globalization as it weaves into articulations of 
food security. Subjects who espouse the discourse of neoliberal-globalization through rhetorical 
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 In an ideal world I would be able to analyze the transcripts of World Trade Organization disputes, meetings 
between the International Monetary Fund and borrowing nations, consultations between aid groups and the 
receivers. 
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practice are not specific to one space, although space influences how neoliberal-globalization is 
articulated. Because a rhetorical geography highlights the relationship between the discursive and 
non-discursive it is important to note that many of the rhetors featured in this chapter not only 
speak from elite social spaces—the Senate, transnational corporations, universities, non-profits—but 
their interpretation of agricultural has been informed by a specific rendering of agricultural space. 
Food elites envision highly mechanized fields of monocultures as solutions to food problems 
because this enables large harvests with minimal labor. However, smallholder farmers, who make up 
the majority of the globe‘s farming population, rely on human labor, do not have access to farming 
technologies, and may grow a variety of crops on one plot.  
In chapter 2, I defined the parameters of a rhetorical geography. Central components of a 
rhetorical geography are an antagonism, elements, and hegemony. Antagonism refers to 
contradictory discursive forces competing to define food realities. Food security is one part of the 
competing discursive forces I explore in this dissertation, and I will investigate the parameters of 
food sovereignty in the next chapter. For LaClau and Mouffe (2001), element describes each 
discursive force at work in an articulation of food security, that is to say elements describes the 
words that compose each text. A rhetorical geography also exposes the non-discursive elements 
influencing a subject‘s articulation, comparing ‗what is‘ with how people use rhetoric to constitute 
‗what is‘. The elements I explore in this chapter include: security, morality, population growth, 
productivity, biotechnology, climate change, development, market, diplomacy, defense, research, 
innovation, technology, partnership, and philanthropy.
19
 Some of these elements have both non-
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 In this chapter I have conducted a close reading of text pertaining to food security for emergent and, especially, 
themes that did not emerge. My version of close reading merges insights from Andrew Sachs and Michael Leff 
(1990) and qualitative researchers Lindloff and Taylor (2002). I read each text two times, the second time taking 
notes, highlighting, copying verbatim what I deemed as interesting passages, and making notes to myself along the 
way. I was mostly interested in how rhetors described the problem of food crises, and the kinds of solutions they 
proposed. Describing food crises as a problem of national security could require a more militaristic solution, than 
describing hunger as a moral crisis. This reduced about 300 pages of text to 60 pages of notes. I then read over my 
notes in search of reoccurring categories. I found productivity, population increase, markets, security, gender, 
Rhetorical Geography 104 
 
discursive and discursive properties, which suggest an element‘s status shifts within rhetorical 
practice. For example, the market is an actual entity within which goods are produced and 
exchanged, but proponents of food security assign Divine qualities to the market through rhetorical 
practice. A rhetorical geography highlights the non-discursive elements that are not making it into 
rhetorical considerations of food. Within policy debates absence is just as important as presence. 
Non-discursive elements such as people without food, the Bretton Woods System, structural 
adjustment, income disparities, subsidies, and agricultural production practices have an important if 
not occluded place within this chapter—the exception to this rule is climate. While these elements 
can be reshaped through rhetorical practice, participants of food security‘s conversations are not 
engaging them. The farmers and hungry people affected by food price increases were not invited to 
participate in food security conversations. Therefore non-discursive elements such as the difference 
between industrial and small-scale farming practices and how the market limits or supports small-
scale farming are rendered intangible, serving an important rhetorical function. Proponents of food 
security constitute food crisis in a way that excludes the concerns of small farmers even though food 
security is directed in part to serve them, making food security concerns appear to be consensual. 
Proponents of food security never speak of neoliberalism or globalization; rather proponents 
articulate the discourse benefits of neoliberal-globalization without exploring the consequences of its 
uneven application.  
Because a rhetorical geography is problem oriented, this chapter begins with what 
proponents of food security and food sovereignty share in common: Rhetorically informed and 
constructed approaches to food problems and solutions. While articulation theory highlights only 
the discursive properties of social controversy, rhetorical geography explores the relationship 
between symbolic interpretations of food as disclosed through policy debates and the way these 
                                                                                                                                                             
technology, research and development, innovation, efficiency, morality, policy changes, reform, and bioscience. I 
also took note of themes I expected, but that did not emerge. 
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articulations impact policy, flows of capital, and, therefore, the material world. Mapping the 
articulatory elements of food security that cluster within articulations of the problem and solutions 
will reveal the way subjects espouse the discourse of neoliberalism through rhetorical practice. 
Proponents of food security may not understand the dynamic needs and desires of small farmers in 
the nations that their policy aims to alleviate. Moreover, their efforts to increase farm productivity in 
the name of security and morality disguise instrumental attempts to minimize barriers to increased 
capital accumulation.  
The influence of the Dust Bowl and Great Depression produced a discourse in the U.S. 
about food and agriculture that led to subsidies and complementary agriculture policies such as the 
Farm Bill. However, subsidies are no longer tied to the rationalizing practices of the neoliberal 
market. In a neoliberal economy the market is supposed to manage inequalities through market 
access. In practice, measures supported by governments provide some of the most robust programs 
in support of agriculture and food production. In the U.S., for example, free-seed programs that 
ensured early farmers had access to seed (Kloppenburg 2004), New Deal supported infrastructure 
projects that enabled the transport of harvest to producer and consumer, the Morill and Hatch Acts, 
which provided land for agriculture education and the free dissemination of the latest developments 
in high-tech farming, and the Farm Bill supported the growth of American agribusiness. Beginning 
in the late 1970s, neoliberal philosophies of the market then bolstered already thriving agribusinesses 
and their export capacity through market liberalization and the power to control food prices through 
deregulation. This had the effect of helping to feed hungry people, but at the expense of reducing 
the ability of indigenous farmers to compete in the global market. The rhetoric of neoliberalism, 
meaning the practice of subject‘s espousing the discourse of neoliberalism without actually labeling it 
as such, in hand with the rhetoric of food security, encourages particular counter-factual 
perceptions, and food security policies misplace the cause of food failures. Moreover, in seeking the 
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fault lines of neoliberal rhetoric as disclosed through policy debates, I expose the potential for 
imperial and biopolitical projects perpetuated by food security programs. In total, this chapter 
constitutes a cartography of power. 
The American Food and Farm Bill 
The most recent U.S. Farm Bill, called the 2008 Food, Conservation, and Energy Act, is 
important to understand in relation to how the United States impacts food prevalence and shortages 
worldwide as well as arguments for food security. The Farm Bill is considered omnibus legislation 
because it dictates American food policy, but also impacts trade, the environment, food safety, rural 
America, nutritional assistance programs, and the global food market. Traditionally, the largest 
percentage of the billion dollar Farm Bill budget, which is derived from taxpayer dollars, goes 
towards food stamps and nutrition assistance programs in public schools (Imhoff 2007; Weber 
2008). Equally sizeable amounts of the budget are directed to price supports for commodities, 
including conservation, research, forestry, energy, disaster relief, animal health, organics, and civil 
rights.20 Subsidies and the power of food transnationals to dominate global food prices are the white 
elephant of most foreign food policy debates, and in recent decades conversations about farm 
subsidies have been limited to smaller and more specialized audiences. 
Called the Agriculture Adjustment Act of 1933, the first legislation in the United States to 
provide subsidies for agriculture was in response to the Dust Bowl and Great Depression (Imhoff 
2007; Moyers 2008). During the Great Depression over 300,000 tons of topsoil blew across the 
                                                 
20
 The farm bill has two phases. The first phase, called authorization, happens every 5-7 years. The Senate and 
House Agricultural Committee negotiate balance among interest groups served by the Food Bill, and tax allocations 
for mandatory funding. The Farm Bill must spend money on commodity programs, food stamps, conservation, rural 
development and research, and crop insurance. The second phase is called the appropriation process, which takes 
place every year. The Subcommittees on Conservation, Rural Development, and Research; General Farm 
Commodities and Risk Management; Specialty Crops and Foreign Agriculture Programs; Department Operations, 
Oversight, Dairy, Nutrition, and Forestry; and Livestock and Horticulture negotiate funding for discretionary 
programs like land stewardship programs, beginning farmer supports, and farm-to-school arrangements. 
Conservation and school programs are often the first to be eliminated during the second phase. See Daniel Imhoff. 
2007. Food Fight: The Citizen’s Guide to Food and Farm Bill. Los Angeles, CA: University of California Press. 
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Texas panhandle. A longtime resident of Colorado, farmer, and close friend has shared stories of the 
Dust Bowl days. One particular story of wiping away inches of dust accumulated on a closed 
window sill remains vivid in my memory. Author and Farm Bill expert Daniel Imhoff (2007) 
suggests the dust and desperation in the mid-west were the result of drought, overproduction, and 
little understanding of how to conserve soil. Agricultural prices had dropped to an all-time low, 
while the cost to produce food had reached an all-time high. While the low crop prices benefitted 
food processors, distributors, and consumers, to keep up with demand and to attempt to make a 
livable income, farmers planted more and more crops only to be met with lower and lower prices for 
their product. Today, small farmers across the globe face similar problems (Bello 2009; Rosset 2006; 
Shiva 2000 2007; Thurow and Kilman 2009). 
The first Farm Bill emerged from New Deal legislation and was piloted by then Secretary of 
Agriculture, Henry Wallace (Imhoff 2007). One of the driving ideas behind Wallace‘s support 
program stemmed from his interest in Confucian China and the Bible. He learned of governments 
purchasing and stockpiling crops and livestock during good production years to help protect and 
feed the people in bad times. Called ―Ever-Normal Granary,‖ this measure raised market prices and 
created reserves of food. With the first price support programs, the U.S. government set a target 
price based on the cost of production. If market prices fell, the American farmer could chose to 
dump the storable commodity into a weak market, or take out a loan from the government to store 
grain or cotton until prices went back up. However, the New Deal‘s farm and nutritional assistance 
programs were considered controversial by farmers and economists. Farmers felt shame taking 
charity from the government, and economists worried support programs would threaten the free 
market. As a result, the swine procured by the government the pilot year were slaughtered and 
dumped in the Missouri river, and government purchased milk was poured into the streets rather 
than the cups of hungry people.  
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Although Wallace‘s solution to the agricultural problems facing the U.S. during the Great 
Depression was meant to be temporary, storable commodity farmers grew comfortable with 
subsidies and they never went away (Imhoff 2007). The United States vowed to eliminate subsidies 
for storable commodities in 1996 when the nation joined and piloted the World Trade Organization 
(WTO), but the 1996 ―Freedom to Farm Bill‖ triggered the largest government payouts in history.21 
Funding for the 2008 Farm Bill was particularly contentious, because the World Trade Organization 
and nations such as Brazil were pressuring the U.S. to reduce its agricultural commodity supports 
after they increased to an all-time high under Clinton and G.W. Bush‘s tenure (Lehrer & Becker 
2010). Although the 2008 Food, Conservation, and Energy Act was lauded as the bill that would 
finally reduce subsidies paid to the wealthiest farmers, and increase research funds for specialty 
crops and bio-fuels (Stokstad 2007), according to the manager of the National Nutrition Policy 
Center, Jennifer Weber (2008), it reauthorized ―crop subsidy programs, expand[ed] some land-
conservation programs, increase[d] funding for food assistance programs, and create[d] a permanent 
disaster program for farmers‖ (p. 1428).22 In other words, not much changed between 1996 and 
2008. 
Today farmers and landowners receive subsidies for agriculture either through direct, 
counter-cyclical, or market-loss payments (Cook 2009). Note that in recent years absentee 
                                                 
21
 The “Freedom to Farm Bill” was supposed to decouple payments from specific crops like corn or cotton and 
reward landowners based on past payment history. This incentive was meant to give farmers the freedom to 
transition to growing new crops or trying alternative approaches to agriculture. However, the farm economy 
experienced a cyclical downturn that year, and the government wound up paying between $15 and $25 billion in 
price supports for specific crops instead of the normal $3-$4 billion. 
22
 The bill allotted $300 billion in farm and nutritional support programs. About $10 billion went to increasing the 
poorest American‟s access to fresh and processed foods, this includes the Food Stamp Program, which was renamed 
the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program because the system has transitioned from coupons to electronic 
benefits. Although the bill was supposed to introduce reforms to farm subsidies, Weber reports that these changes 
were particularly small and not many farmers were actually affected. The law contributes $8 billion to conservation 
spending, allocated through the Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP). EQIP assists farmers and 
ranchers with the installation and implementation of conservation and environmental improvement practices. The 
majority of farmers and ranchers who applied for this funding under the 2002 Farm Bill were rejected due to lack of 
funds. Research for organic and specialty crops was pared down and the McGovern-Dole International Food for 
Education and Child Nutrition Program, which provides meals for hungry children all over the world, was scaled 
back in 2008. 
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landowners are receiving increasingly high percentages of farm subsidies (―Farm Subsidy Database‖ 
2010). Farmers and landowners receive direct payments before they have produced a yield; some 
accept counter-cyclical payments when crop prices fall below a line set in law by Congress; and 
others may collect market-loss payments when the market does not act as predicted. Ken Cook from 
the Environmental Working Group (EWG) jokes bitterly that after public uproar over health care 
reform, the health of American crops was better insured in 2009 than most of the American public. 
Since 1995 the American taxpayers have contributed over $35 billion to crop subsidies and 
insurance. This is one example of how the rhetoric of neoliberalism encourages a counter-factual 
perception of federal expenditures.  
The Environmental Working Group (EWG) has been collecting U.S. Department of 
Agriculture (USDA) data on subsidy recipients for 17 years, posting the information for the public 
on its website. Their database supports suspicions that the recipients of subsidies are the largest and 
most profitable farms in the United States. According to EWG‘s (2010) database, between 1995 and 
2009 the USDA paid farmers a total of $245.2 billion in subsidies. The top 10 percent of recipients 
were allotted 74 percent of all subsidies; yet 64 percent of farmers in the U.S. do not receive any 
subsidies. According to the same database, the top recipient of farm subsidies between 1995 and 
2009 was Riceland Foods, Inc. out of Stuttgart, AR, who received a total of $554,343,039 in 
payments. This would make it difficult for a Haitian rice farmer to compete. The states that receive 
the highest percentage of subsidies in order from most to least are: Texas, Iowa, Illinois, Minnesota, 
and Nebraska—corn and cattle states. California, the state that produces the most agricultural 
products, receives the least amount of subsidies, about 10%.  
This is not to suggest that all subsidies are bad: Problems arise when some U.S. leaders and 
political parties use neoliberal rhetoric to perpetuate the illusion that subsidies and other special 
considerations for individuals and corporations do not exist. Cook (2009) and Imhoff (2007) agree 
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that some subsidies, especially those that support new farmers, conservation, and land stewardship 
are crucial to the future of farming and support for the environment. Farmers over 65 in the U.S. 
outnumber those under 35 by 2 to 1 (Imhoff 2007). Ikerd (2010), professor emeritus of agriculture 
economics at the University of Missouri, suggests sustainable agricultural practices supported by 
subsidies are the key to the future of successful American farms. However, subsidies might not be 
the best for American or global consumers and especially global farmers. Americans pay to insure 
crops without knowing that subsidies may actually keep them from accessing cheaper foreign crops 
(Stiglitz 2006). While the U.S. has been one of the most ardent supporters of free trade at the WTO, 
until recently they have never had to defend the amount of subsidies they pay to farmers (National 
Public Radio 2010). Thanks to the work of savvy Brazilian cotton farmer, Pedro Camargo, the 
United States now subsidizes Brazil‘s cotton industry (National Public Radio 2010). Rather than 
eliminate cotton subsidies in compliance with WTO rules, the U.S. taxpayers will support Brazilian 
cotton farmers with $147 million a year.23 Subsidies have an important political component and the 
farmers and corporations who benefit from subsidies have tremendous lobbying power. Eliminating 
subsidies in the U.S. would probably put some farmers out of business, but there is evidence that 
these farmers could bounce back. In 1984, the New Zealand government eliminated all farm and 
agriculture subsidies, and most of their farmers survived to happily tell the tale (Sayre 2003).24  
                                                 
23
 Pedro Camargo, a cotton farmer from Brazil, was infuriated in the late 1990s when he discovered the source of 
low market prices for his crop were American cotton subsidies. Through the WTO in 2004 Brazil filed a complaint 
against the United States for subsidizing cotton and won. However, the United States did not reduce subsidies in the 
2008 Farm Bill. The WTO cannot force any nation to comply with disputes, so Brazilian officials decided to contact 
over 100 powerful U.S. business groups and threaten to place significant taxes on their product if cotton subsidies 
were not eliminated. Brazil is one of the largest markets in South America for U.S. products. Rather than reduce 
subsidies, the U.S. decided to pay the Brazilian farmers $147 million a year. For more fascinating details, listen to 
the 19 October 2010 Planet Money podcast. 
24
 Similar to the U.S., New Zealand farmers experienced economic depression in the 1930s and economic growth in 
the 1950s. However, when the United Kingdom joined the European Union in the late 1980s, New Zealand lost their 
trade status as a commonwealth country and, therefore, special considerations for their agriculture products. The 
rising price of oil triggered inflation, making it difficult for New Zealand farmers to compete on the global market. 
Interestingly, it was the farmers who fought to reduce subsidies for agriculture because they felt subsidies were 
applied unfairly, encouraged over-production, reduced market prices for agriculture, and encouraged bureaucratic 
policy nightmares like having to drain wetlands for one administration, and rebuild them for another. 
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 Farm Bill policies address the nutritional needs of the least advantaged Americans, but can 
cause problems for many of the globe‘s small farmers who cannot compete with subsidized crops. 
American agricultural subsidies are what brought the World Trade Organization‘s (WTO) Doha 
round to a halt in June 2007. The world stood in awe when the U.S. Congress passed another Farm 
Bill that forwarded the precise subsidy legislation the WTO is trying to eliminate: direct and cyclical 
payments. So how do the wealthiest and influential Americans propose to repair this oversight? The 
following sections review the proceedings of Senate Foreign relations hearings, a recent Borlaug 
dialogue, and a special edition of Science magazine about ―food security‖ and all were designed to 
influence foreign food policy and aid.  
―When Does Conflict Cause Poverty; and When Does Poverty Cause Conflict?‖25: Articulating the 
Food Security Problem 
The critical scholars that I mentioned in chapters 1 and 3 suggest that the industrialization of 
agriculture, seed patents, subsidies, structural adjustment, and trade liberalization contribute to food 
injustice or unequal access to food. Food security leads to a different articulation. On the surface, 
the politicians, policy makers, and scientists featured in this section define food crises and shortages 
as a moral imperative and issue of national security. The assumption is that hunger is immoral and 
hungry people are angry people; however, food and hunger‘s relationship to violence and political 
instability are more complicated than participants suggest. Therefore, I argue that symbolic articulations of 
food security detract from important non-discursive elements and reinforce interests that are better described as 
neoliberal, imperial, and biopolitical.26  
                                                 
25
 Edwin C. Price the Associate Vice Chancellor and Director of the Norman Borlaug Institute for International 
Agriculture, asked this question at the 2009 U.S. Senate Foreign Relations Committee meeting entitled “Alleviating 
Global Hunger: Challenges and Opportunities for U.S. Leadership” after describing his experience attempting to 
implement an agricultural infrastructure in Iraq. 
26
 I am not the first person to make this type of claim. In Empire, Hardt and Negri (2000) predicted war and national 
conflicts would be replaced with ambiguous threats to national security like terrorism or hunger, which require the 
extension of international capitalism to govern threatening territories. Hartnett and Stengrim (2006) similarly 
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By imperial, I do not mean an attempt to instantiate colonial rule through food politics, but a 
global system of powerful individuals, corporations, banks, and nations that enforce their political, 
ideological, and economic affiliations and desires abroad through trade, aid programs, development, 
with military might, and so forth.27 Biopolitics, a concept coined by Foucault (1976), refers to a 
politics of the population—epidemiology, psychology, demography, public health, and family 
planning have the potential to subjugate if exercised to increase political power (Fassin 2009). 
Biopower, another Foucauldian concept, is meant to describe power gleaned over human conduct—
what we eat, when we go to the doctor, how we protect against uncertainty or mediate calamity. 
Fassin explains that Foucault ―treats life from the perspective of conduct, biopower in terms of 
disciplines exerted on individuals, and biopolitics in terms of technologies normalizing populations‖ 
(p. 46). I do not want to take Foucault‘s conclusions as far as Giorgio Agamben (1998) and equate 
biopolitics with control over life and Carl Schmitt‘s state of exception. This leads Agamben to the 
conclusion that the contemporary nomos of political life is the death camp. In other words, there is 
no difference between democracy, totalitarianism, and political practice in their capacity to 
manipulate human life.  
Critical scholars have reinvigorated interest in biopolitics after the release of Agamben‘s 
controversial Homo Sacer and Foucault‘s ―Lectures at the Collége de France,‖ which has resulted in 
modification and extension of biopolitics and biopower.28 Fassin (2006), for instance, attempts to 
continue Foucault‘s project by proposing a new concept called bio-legitimacy, which describes the 
political power to differentiate the value of one life over another. Bio-legitimacy refers to the ‗simple 
fact of living‘ and the sacredness of life. For example, saving lives is the highest mission of 
                                                                                                                                                             
demonstrate that globalization, empire, and the rhetorical practices related to both terms justified U.S. invasion and 
occupation of Iraq post 9-11. 
27
 Here I have added to Anita Loomba‟s (1998) definition of imperialism.  
28
 See Theory, Culture, and Society’s (2009) special issue in celebration of the release of the transcription, 
publication, and translation of Foucault‟s courses at the Collége de France from 1970 to 1984. 
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humanitarian projects like food security; however, humanitarian efforts can become a generalized 
mode of governing. To speak of bio-legitimacy instead of biopower is to emphasize the construction 
of meaning and values of life instead of the exercise of forces and strategies to control it. Alternately, 
Rose (2001) argues that ―risk thinking‖ has been central to 20th century biopolitical projects. Risk 
thinking describes strategies meant to reduce the probability that something will happen across a 
population. These subtle changes describe the parameters of food security with a bit more care than 
the original.  
Although transnationals, Senate Foreign Relations Meetings, Borlaug Dialogues, and Science 
magazine have different goals, purposes, and audiences when discussing food security, they tend to 
describe the problem and potential solutions in similar ways, using analogous arguments, reasoning, 
and sources. Therefore, I describe proponents of food security as subjects whose rhetorical practices 
are shaped by the same trained incapacity, a concept Burke (1984) drew from Veblen, which 
describes how structures such as education or culture can inform one‘s experiences of and 
orientation to reality, blinding her from alternate possibilities. For example, a person trained with a 
neoliberal perspective of economics, may not be able see an alternative to current relations of 
production and consumption. In my analysis I highlight statements about food security issued by 
transnational corporations including Dupont, Pepsi, and Archer Daniel Midland; participants‘ 
speeches at the 2009 Senate Foreign Relations Committee hearing entitled ―Alleviating Global 
Hunger: Challenges and Opportunities for U.S. Leadership‖ and a 2010 hearing called, ―Promoting 
Global Food Security: Next Steps for Congress and the Administration;‖ participants presentations 
and question and answer sessions at the 2009 Borlaug Dialogue, which was themed ―Food, 
Agriculture, and National Security in a Globalized World;‖ and a special edition of Science magazine 
pertaining to food security.  
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Before 2008, ―food security‖ described household or national capacity to secure food. For 
example, controlling a large percent of the rice market ensures China‘s food security, while India has 
sought to maximize domestic food production and reduce imports (Weis 2007). The contemporary 
US definition was derived from a 1990 Life Science Research Office report called ―Core Indicators 
of Nutritional State for Difficult-to-Sample Populations.‖ Food scientist Alaimo (2005) explains that 
in this original report food insecurity referred to ―‗the limited or uncertain availability of nutritionally 
adequate and safe foods, or limited, or uncertain ability to acquire acceptable foods in socially 
acceptable ways‖ (282). Today research into food insecurity is measured using the US Household 
Food Security Survey Module (HFSSM), which features 18 questions pertaining to the family‘s 
access to food, and the availability and safety of food. Households are deemed ―food insecure 
without hunger‖ if the family is habitually concerned about their food situation or if one or more 
members, usually adults, are regularly skipping meals. A house is considered ―food insecure with 
hunger‖ if the adult goes without food and the child‘s meal size is reduced. Six years later, the term 
food security reappeared in the World Food Summit of 1996, which was organized to address 
widespread malnutrition. 
In the following passages, however, participants initially describe food security as a moral 
problem plaguing developing countries, which threatens the security of both the developing and 
developed world. Upon further explication, participants were articulating food security as a problem 
of population growth coupled with low farm productivity, limited access to markets, several decades 
of policy shifts away from agricultural development, and exacerbated by climate change. Although 
the rhetors featured in this chapter would make it seem as if this formula produces food security 
problems, the food system is marred by tensions between traditional/extensive and 
modern/intensive farming techniques (conventional vs. biotechnological), free market and market 
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interventions (liberalism vs. Keynes), public and private research and development, and biodiversity 
and monocultures (sustainability vs. industrialization). 
Security and Morality: ―Hungry People are Desperate People‖ 
Before we embark on this rhetorical geography of elite articulations of food crisis and riots, I 
want to remind the reader of the non-discursive event behind the rhetorical practices featured in this 
section. Differentiating the facts assists in rendering proponents of food security‘s rhetorical practice 
visible. In early 2008, food prices increased and riots followed in Bangladesh, Burkina Faso, 
Cameroon, Egypt, Haiti, Indonesia, Mozambique, Pakistan, the Philippines, Senegal, and Somalia 
(Walt 2008). No one is certain of why food prices increased or why people rioted, and the following 
excerpts represent subjects‘ best efforts to constitute the problem.  
Some consider food security a moral issue because of the UN estimate that 1 billion people 
suffer from chronic food insecurity, and 25,000 people die of malnutrition issues each year, but this 
in part appears to be a rhetorical strategy to glean support for food security legislation (Ejeta 2009a, 
Godfray et. al. 2010, Kerry 2009, Kerry 2010, Lugar 2009, Lugar 2010, Nooyi 2009, Thurow 2009, 
Verburg 2009). No one is completely certain how many people are malnourished or die from 
malnourishment each year, and the 25,000 people may represent a gross underestimate. 
Malnourishment and the consequences hunger may have for women and children are most often 
cited as the moral problems that require U.S. foreign assistance for food security in developing 
nations. However, protecting the interests of women and children is not a new rhetorical strategy. 
To glean support for imperial projects, G.W. Bush invaded Afghanistan in part, supposedly, because 
the Taliban treated women unfairly. It became the U.S.‘s moral responsibility to help these women. 
When proponents constitute food riots as a moral crisis this shifts attention away from other 
complex reasons behind food price increases and riots, and the important material differences 
between proponents of food security and the world‘s malnourished. Morality tends to designate a 
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problem that is approached with aid for development, which means giving money to the struggling 
nation-state to be used in a specified manner such as buying genetically engineered seed, subsidized 
American food, or using the money to create a hunger awareness program or food pantry. As such, 
morality may be detracting from other motives, such as increasing profits for American farmers and, 
especially, food corporations.  
At the 2009 and 2010 Senate Foreign Relations (SFR) meeting designed to marshal new 
funding and policy for food security, participants made the claim that hungry people are more likely 
to revolt or turn to terrorism than people with full bellies. While it may be true that hunger could be 
the source of violence, few questioned the legitimacy of this claim, and it smacks of the kind of risk 
talk Rose (2001) warns can mask a biopolitical agenda. At the 2009 SFR meeting, Glickman, former 
U.S. Secretary of Agriculture, and Bertini, former executive director of the UN World Food 
Program, proclaimed ―Hungry people are desperate people and desperation can sow the seeds of 
radicalism‖ (Glickman & Bertini 2010, p.2). The seductiveness of this hypothesis is its simplicity. 
That anyone who has been deprived of food or has not known how they would feed their family 
would become anxious or desperate sounds like commonsense. However, there really is no telling 
what hunger or desperation will drive someone to do, and this formula is too simplistic. Alaimo 
(2005), for instance, found that families who experience food insecurity in the US suffer from 
unusual eating practices such as making a meal last hours, a diminished quality of diet, hunger, and 
alienation, loss of dignity, shame, embarrassment, guilt, powerlessness, and frustration. Sometimes 
this list includes lashing out at children and loved ones, but there was no mention of terrorism. To 
be fair, there is no telling how cultural differences could influence the list of consequences. Labeling 
hunger an issue of national security creates immediacy for an otherwise serious problem, but at the 
expense of forwarding the perception that hunger causes terrorism. Moreover, by labeling hunger an 
issue of national security the rhetors elude confronting reasons behind hunger, including a US 
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subsidy regime that runs contrary to the principles of a neoliberal economy, the privatization of food 
supplies, decades of war and civil strife, and/or the suppression of women (Jenkins, Scanlan, and 
Peterson 2007). 
Framing hunger as an issue of national security may perpetuate unfavorable perceptions of 
the world‘s poor and hungry, which may also disguise the terrorists behind global hunger. At the 
2010 Senate Foreign Relations (SFR) meeting Shah, the new administrator of the United States 
Agency for International Development (USAID), said that ―food security ranks as a high 
development priority not simply because the United States is determined to meet our moral 
obligation as a great nation. The food security of developing nations is integral to our national 
security–hunger and poverty perpetuate instability, and food shortages are acutely destabilizing‖ 
(Shah 2010, p. 1). Shah, however, does not make it clear what s behind food shortages or how poor, 
hungry people are a threat to national security. The link between hunger, poverty, and instability 
needs careful analysis. Attempts to constitute the problem of food crisis as a threat to America‘s 
security detracts from efforts to discover what caused food riots and crisis, creating a paper tiger, 
poor people, while setting a precedent for military intervention in food problems. This is not to say 
poor people do not have power, but the real threat may be decades of inequality and injustice 
exacerbated by a neoliberal economy.  
Some proponents of food security ignore dynamic issues such as justice and equality in their 
construction of food security rhetoric. By contrast, a rhetorical geography digs beneath articulatory 
elements such as poverty, and hunger to explore tensions between rhetorical practice and the non-
discursive. Inequality, another rhetorically informed articulation of the problem, did make an 
appearance at the Borlaug Dialogue, which was designed to understand and discuss approaches to 
food security, on a panel entitled ―Conversation: Poverty, Hunger, and Food Security in Crisis 
Areas.‖ At the beginning of the panel discussion, moderator, Per Andersen asks Frances Stewart, the 
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Director of the Center for Research on Inequality, Human Security, and Ethnicity at Oxford 
University, if she has found any links between hunger, conflict, and crises. She responds by 
explaining that if there is famine, there is probably war. But the answer to whether poverty causes 
war is more complicated.  
And the basic answer that we are finding is that it‘s inequality – and in particular inequality 
between groups . . . a lack of social justice – which is at the root of so many conflicts. It‘s not 
so much just hunger but unfair hunger; hunger, poverty which is unfairly on one group 
rather than another, between different ethnicities, between Tutus and Hutsis, or between 
Catholics and Protestants, or between Christians and Muslims. . . In those situations, if you 
have these inequalities and then you have political exclusion of one side or the other, then . . 
. people will be mobilized, because they have a strong sense of resentment. So I would say 
it‘s not just hunger, it‘s unfair hunger. . . (Ahmad et.al 2009, p. 3-4).  
Inequality is one way of describing differences between people who have food and people who do 
not. However, Stewart‘s quote reveals that even ―the experts‖ lack a clear understanding of what 
causes food riots. If proponents of food security expect to understand and prevent future food 
crisis, proponents of food security could consider inviting the people who struggle to secure their 
next meal to participate in policy conversations. For instance, Berner, Ozner, and Paynter (2008), 
discovered that in the U.S. the majority of people who use food pantries are employed and 
uninsured. Most used food pantries because of an emergency such as losing a loved one to cancer, 
or losing one‘s house because of fire.   
 Perhaps Madeline Albright (2008) summarized the attractiveness of renaming the effects of 
food crises as an issue of national security. She explains that Americans get ―crises fatigue,‖ 
ostensibly from watching constant news feeds, and while there are numerous ways to look at food 
problems: ―How do you really motivate national political will and international political will to do 
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something about it? You can either think about it from humanitarian terms; our fellow human 
beings are starving. Or you can think about it in terms of general instability in fragile states. Or you 
can think about it as a national security issue‖ (p. 6). In a gesture toward the trump card of rhetorical 
efficacy, she remarks that in her lifetime few arguments have captured the attention of leaders like 
―national security.‖ 
However, framing food problems and crises as an issue of national security poses significant 
problems. An issue of national security designates a conversation for military strategists and political 
elites, when the conversation should also include farmers, scientists, and the hungry. The average 
American cannot participate in security problems beyond profiling potential terrorists and following 
federal guidelines for safety. Yet, issues of national security have a way of creating fear and urgency 
that can subtly alter citizens‘ conduct. As such, food security may separate Americans from feeling 
responsible or understanding their potential role in the problem or solution. Moreover, under G.W. 
Bush‘s tenure, ―national security‖ was used to pass the USA Patriot Act, which reduced restriction 
on law enforcement agent‘s ability to search citizens‘ information. These food crises do not require 
increased militarism or losses of personal freedom. Moreover, not only does emphasis on morality 
and security detract from the subjects‘ ability to understand hunger as a complex problem, but it 
blinds the audience from proponents of food security‘s capitalist agenda, such as protecting and 
advancing market expansion for American agribusiness. 
Articulating Food Security, Population Growth, and ―The Challenge of Feeding 9 Billion People‖ 
 Motivating rhetorics of morality and security support concerns that are more aptly described 
as neoliberal. Considering the Borlaug Dialogue, Senate Foreign Relations Meeting, and Science 
magazine featured about 80 participants from all areas of the public and private sector—including 
the government, non-profits, transnationals, military, and academia—each defined the parameters of 
food security phenomenally close to one another with some exceptions, including Stewart from the 
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Director of the Center for Research on Inequality, Human Security, and Ethnicity at Oxford 
University, who argued that hunger stemmed from inequality, and consultants for the military who 
will suggest hunger is related climate change and war. For instance, Senator Lugar (2009, 2010), 
whose food security legislation recently passed through Congress, explains that food problems are 
perpetuated by a several interrelated elements including population increases, energy costs, water 
scarcity, low productivity on the farm, and limited access to markets, which are all exacerbated by 
climate changes. Lugar is a republican from Indiana, a state with an active agribusiness and family 
farm contingency (Indiana State Department of Agriculture 2011). For instance, the Indiana 
National Guard recently returned from the Khost Province in Afghanistan where the Agribusiness 
Development Team worked with farmers to improve agricultural practices (Indiana National Guard 
2010). While Lugar claims to support free markets for agriculture, his constituency may present a 
conflict of interest as agribusiness traditionally has the most to gain from subsidies that keep the cost 
of production low. According to the Environmental Working Group (EWG) Indiana ranks 11 out 
of the 50 states receiving the most USDA subsidies with Indiana farmers receiving a total of $8.72 
billion between 1995 and 2009. Moreover, his idea of how global farming should progress to meet 
food security problems is informed by practices situated within a privileged agricultural space in 
comparison to the communities most affected by food crisis.  
 Population growth took center stage at the Senate Foreign Relations meetings, Borlaug 
Dialogue, and at Science magazine‘s special edition on food security. Population is a non-discursive 
element, which when coupled with discursive elements such as growth or decline can function 
rhetorically to perpetuate fears about resources. The lead article in Science magazine, called ―Food 
Security: The Challenge of Feeding 9 Billion People‖ summarizes these concerns. According to the 
authors, global population will grow and plateau around 9 billion people by mid-century. More 
people than ever will have the money to consume larger quantities of meat and processed foods. 
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These potential increases have food producers competing for available land, water, and energy, 
called the ―land grab,‖ all of which are being challenged by climate changes. This ―threefold 
challenge‖ will require food producers meet a growing global demand for food in an 
environmentally and socially sustainable way (Godfray et al. 2010 p. 812). However, fears about the 
strain increased population places on resources have long been an occupation of Western 
civilization. Writer and environmental activist, Monbiot (2008) traces these fears back to Thomas 
Malthus who blamed population increases on the working class, and later the eugenicists of the 19th 
and 20th century who feared white people would be out numbered. However, appeals to increased 
population should be cautioned as they tend to hide biopolitical projects that can lead to human 
rights violations such as forced sterilization and quarantine. 
 The ―threefold challenge‖ of population growth, scarce resources, and climate change 
works rhetorically to necessitate transnational corporations in solutions to food problems. Glickman 
and Bertini (2010) express concerns about the challenge: 
By 2050, research suggests that the global demand for food will double due to increases in 
population growth, shifts in dietary preferences, changes in climate, and scarcer resources. . . 
If the world is going to be able to meet the growing demand for food, and avoid a significant 
increase in poverty, it will need to produce more, using fewer resources, in increasingly 
temperamental climactic conditions (p.3). 
Woertz, who is the CEO of Archer Daniel Midland, one of the largest producers of food and 
biofuels agrees, ―We all know that, because of the growing population—and particularly by the 
middle of the century—demand for food will double‖ (Woertz 2009, p. 2). This cements her 
corporation and other transnationals‘ role in satiating the threat of population increase with their 
innovations and products. Contrary to the expectations of proponents of food security, Friedman 
(2009), an intelligence officer who consults for foreign governments, suggests the rate of population 
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growth is slowing. Estimating population growth and how it will impact food supplies is complex, 
and rhetorics of population growth could rouse fears of food scarcity. This substantiates a need for 
industrialized agriculture and free markets, which they deem the most efficient solution to food 
crises. In this case, the non-discursive element, population, coupled with growth, a discursive 
element, enhances fears of food shortages while bolstering the role of agribusiness in solving food 
problems.  
 While in the past, increasing production of food alleviated hunger, presently there appears to 
be enough food in circulation, but it is not reaching the people who need food the most (Patel 2007, 
Thurow and Kilman 2010). The threefold challenge of population growth, scarce resources, and 
climate change detracts from some of the more complex problems confronting the food economy 
such as inequality exacerbated by colonialism, subsidies in a neoliberal informed food economy, land 
reform, the suppression of women, and war or violence.  These represent just a few of the factors 
that may also contribute to food insecurity. However, these components rarely entered the 
conversation. Instead, a rhetoric of population growth substantiates fears about the earth‘s capacity 
to meet human needs, and bolsters the role that the food industry can play in alleviating this 
problem. Moreover, a neoliberal economy, which reduces the state‘s role in social problems, and 
increases the need for international aid, guarantees there will always be a market for excess food.  
Productivity, Markets, and ―Creating False Impressions‖ 
When fears of scarcity circulate, proponents of food security marshal the rhetoric of 
neoliberalism. Indeed the cornerstone of our economic system is the law of scarcity (Esteva 1992).29 
The assumption is familiar to most of us: There are seemingly infinite human needs, wants, and 
desires, but not enough resources to fulfill these needs. This ―fact defines the ‗economic problem‘ 
                                                 
29
 Imagine an economic system governed by a law of abundance. People and society‟s job would may become 
ensuring that everyone has access to the resources they need. If we believed there was already enough, maybe the 
need to produce more and more would decrease. My point is that the logic of the law of scarcity is so pervasive that 
it is difficult to imagine life another way. 
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par excellence, whose ‗solution‘ is proposed by economists through the market‖ (p. 19). Given the 
pervasiveness of this logic, it is not surprising that proponents of food security fear productivity on 
the farm is too low to meet population growth.  
The rhetoric of scarcity and low-productivity stems from research produced by a think-tank 
financially sustained by and composed of leaders from transnational corporations, who have an 
interest in constructing food problems as a matter of productivity. The source of food security 
problems are ―not solely fluctuating food prices on the world market, but low productivity on the 
farm‖ (Glickman and Bertini 2009, p.1-2). Glickman and Bertini are referencing a food security 
report issued by the Chicago Council on Global Affairs, which is considered a nonpartisan think-
tank that informs international affairs. However, the organization‘s Board of Directors and members 
include a host of individuals who likely benefited from decades of neoliberal informed capitalism 
and may not be able to see alternatives to this paradigm. The Board consists of retired financiers 
from Goldman, Sachs, and Co., and former executives from McDonalds, Sarah Lee, and 
McCormick. Corporate sponsored research, a non-discursive element, influences symbolic 
articulations of the problem, while tilting rhetorical solutions in a direction that considers the needs 
of agribusiness as much or more than the people this research was designed to assist. 
Increasing productivity and innovations are common solutions to scarcity, because they 
reinforce industry and capital‘s role in solutions thus facilitating more flows of capital between 
nations. Kullman (2009), the CEO of Dupont elaborates on productivity concerns:  
According to the United Nations, agricultural output will need to double by 2050 to 
adequately feed the about 9.3 billion people expected to be alive at that time. This increased 
productivity will need to occur on available arable land. . . As the human population grows, 
more people will grow hungry, and fewer will have access to the nutrients that their bodies 
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need—unless there are innovations that can meet the different needs of different people in 
different places around the world; that‘s the key (p. 2). 
Glickman, Bertini, and Kullman describe the problem of food security as inadequate levels of 
outputs, productivity, and innovations. However, Glickman, Bertini, and Kullman reflect elite 
perspectives of food and agriculture, which may not be the best scenario for the world‘s poor and 
hungry—the people food security conversations were intended to alleviate. The innovations ―that 
can meet the different needs‖ of people will no doubt need to come from private industry. 
Furthermore, their rhetorical constructions of food problems disguise that mid-sized and 
small farmers, who once fed local people, are rapidly disappearing because of market liberalization 
and structural adjustment (Bello 2009; Rosset 2006; Weis 2007). Once a nation liberalizes its markets 
to join the WTO or as a consequence of an International Monetary Fund (IMF) or World Bank 
(WB) loan, small farmers cannot compete with the low prices set by subsidies and transnational 
corporations and are forced to find work in urban areas or abroad. Moreover, the market‘s insatiable 
thirst for productivity, innovation, and capital may pose a more significant threat to humanity and 
the environment as capital seeks points of least resistance (Harvey 2005). In an age of climate 
change and carbon challenges, the land, water, chemicals, and fossil fuels needed to increase 
production may cause more problems for the hungry and poor. Although proponents of food 
security create this illusion, these complex problems may not be a matter of simply increasing 
production. 
Proponents of food security say the Green Revolution created a false impression of 
agriculture, and this rhetorical strategy perpetuates its own counterfactual claim. Participants blamed 
the Green Revolution for creating a ―false impression‖ of world agriculture, and shifts away from 
agriculture development assistance. Glickman and Bertini (2009) explain: ―The early achievements of 
the Green Revolution were nonetheless dramatic enough to create a false impression that the 
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world‘s food and farming problems had mostly been solved. As a consequence, the international 
donors who had provided strong support for agricultural innovation and investment in the 1960s 
and 1970s began pulling money and support away‖ (p.2). According to critical scholars Bello (2006), 
Harvey (2005, 2006), Chomsky (1999), Peet (2003), and former President of the World Bank, Joseph 
Stiglitz (2003), this statement does not provide the full picture. Nations such as Jamaica, Mexico, the 
Philippines, and Haiti, went to the World Bank and IMF for financial relief and were required to cut 
spending in the public and agriculture sector as part of their loan conditionality. The leaders of these 
nations were put in binds that required them to choose between erasing dire economic problems 
and creating new ones. Now Haiti, a onetime rice producing nation, imports rice from the U.S. and 
has no food reserve for natural calamities such as the recent earthquake. The IMF, the WTO, and 
the World Bank, all non-discursive elements that may be behind food problems, are the 
organizations that have the power to both understand and maintain a false impression of agriculture. 
However, their role in creating the false impression Glickman and Bertini blame for low-
productivity on the farm does not enter food security rhetoric.  
As such increasing productivity appears to be a rhetorical strategy that fits with the discourse 
and logic of neoliberalism, which suggests that invigorating productivity facilitates flows of capital, 
and this capital will eventually trickle down to the people who need it most. However, increased 
productivity and a neoliberal approach to agriculture may not address hurtles preventing people 
from securing food. In fact, the already rigorous food industry stands to gain the most from 
minimizing the role of the state, increasing productivity, and freeing markets. Increasing productivity 
and blaming the green revolution for creating a false impression of agriculture contribute to 
counterfactual perceptions of agriculture, and simplify the complexity of hunger problems. 
Productivity or Sustainability: Biotechnology and the ―False Choice‖ 
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 For some participants, food security and low productivity are exacerbated by opponents of 
biotechnology. Discrediting opponents of biotechnology serves an important rhetorical function in 
that it creates an opportunity to link sustainability, widely considered positive, and biotechnology, 
which some suspect to be unsustainable. But this strategy perpetuates another counterfactual claim. 
Bill Gates, one of the keynote speakers at the Borlaug dialogue explains this threat:  
The global effort to help small farmers is endangered by an ideological wedge that threatens 
to split the movement in two. On one side is a technological approach that increases 
productivity. On the other side is an environmental approach that promotes sustainability. 
Productivity or sustainability—they say you have to choose. I believe it‘s a false choice, and 
it‘s dangerous for the field. It will block important advances. It can breed hostility among 
people who need to work together. And it makes it hard to launch a comprehensive program 
to help poor farmers. We certainly need both productivity and sustainability, and I believe 
we can have both (Gates 2009, p.2). 
While Gates‘ statement makes an important link between productivity and sustainability, the choice 
between productivity and sustainability does not pose the threat to small farmers that Gates 
proposes. Rather the choice between productivity and sustainability threatens transnational 
corporations who may not want to incur the extra cost or risk of buying crops that were raised 
sustainably. Biotechnological reticence has caused problems for transnationals who cannot expand 
their export market because European and African farmers and consumers are hesitant to purchase 
genetically modified products. Moreover, The Guardian (2010) reports the results of the Gates 
Foundation‘s annual investment profile, which revealed over 500,000 shares in Monsanto totaling 
over $23 million. Gates‘ false choice masks the organization‘s financial interests, and problems 
effecting small farmers such as decades of neoliberal-globalization, and transnational domination of 
agriculture markets.  
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The farmers that Gates purports to want to assist with aid for agricultural development face 
problems that are unrelated to biotechnology, and Gates false choice may detract from investigation 
into these realities. Godfray et. al (2010), authors of an article about food security in Science 
magazine, mostly academics in horticulture, development, or economics from the UK, suggest low 
yields are the result of economic and technical constraints that prevent local farmers from getting 
their product to the market, not a choice between productivity and sustainability. A rhetorical 
geography is just as concerned with what is facing a smallholder farmer such as limited access to the 
finances necessary to bolster technical knowledge, fertilizer, seeds, and machinery, as symbolic 
constructions of the problem, such as a Gates‘ false choice. After production, a small farmer may 
not have the infrastructure to get the product to the market. These inequalities may be exacerbated 
by the rhetoric of neoliberalism, which assumes the farmer already has access to a market. In 
comparison to corporate claims of low-productivity, which Gates believes is exacerbated by bio-
reticence, the authors of this Science magazine article ground their claims in empirical data.  
The participants of the 2009 Senate Foreign Relations meeting pertaining to food security 
invited an agricultural expert from Harvard who claims global civil society has had a hand in 
contemporary agricultural problems because they perpetuate false claims about biotechnology. 
However, this perspective does not consider the circumstances required to grow genetically 
modified seed, and perpetuates the impression that biotechnology is infallible, yet another 
counterfactual claim. Paarlberg (2008), a featured witness at the 2009 Senate Foreign Relations 
meeting, recently published a book called Starved for Science. In this book, Paarlberg claims that 
advocates for social and environmental justice in North America and Europe discouraged 
international support for biotechnology in the 1980s and that this campaign halted the growth of 
African agricultural production. To be fair, Paarlberg also cites neoliberal loan and donor 
philosophies and the belief that the first Green Revolution worked well everywhere as major sources 
Rhetorical Geography 128 
 
of stunted agriculture in developing countries. However, a rhetorical geography highlights the 
conditions genetically modified (GM) crops need to prosper because this illuminates the limits of 
symbolic interpretations of food crisis.30 If a farmer has irrigation, understands how to properly 
steward the soil, has helpful machinery, then GM could increase production. But without these 
ingredients the shareholder farmers Gates mentions would do just as well using conventional and 
organic techniques—especially those whose drinking water is the same used to irrigate the farm. 
Pesticides can easily contaminate drinking water for an entire village, and the adverse health effects 
of genetically modified food have not been properly studied. Moreover, genetically modified 
monocultures often breed with native varieties, which destroy local biodiversity (Goodman 2010a). 
If a super pest or virus ever attacked a genetically modified monoculture, the pest could potentially 
wipe-out a global crop and this would cause serious problems for all people. Then the entire planet 
would face food security problems.  
As Fowler (1994), Paarlberg (2008), and Shiva (2000) explain European, African, and Indian 
farmers have long been reticent to utilize bioscience. The rhetorical push to cement the role of 
bioscience in food security is detached from the needs and desires of some of the people who would 
use the technology, and thereby assumes an imperialistic stance. Moreover, bioscience, especially in 
relation to GM food, made mistakes with the public. Food transnationals do not have to tell 
American consumers if their food product was genetically modified. Even if GM is safe and does 
not cause problems, hiding GM from the public is suspect. Moreover, Monsanto tarnished its 
reputation even more than it had with Agent Orange by hunting for farmers who supposedly 
violated the company‘s patent rights to round-up ready corn (Goodman 2010a). Biotech firms and 
                                                 
30
 Some Indian cotton farmers in the Vidarbha, many of whom do not have access to irrigation, have been seduced 
by the promises of increased yields that Monsanto relates to its genetically modified Bt cotton. They take loans to 
buy the expensive seed, pesticide, and fertilizer. When the crop fails, they cannot repay their loans. If the crop 
succeeds, they are met by cotton prices that can replenish the complete loan. See PBS‟s The Dying Fields 
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agribusiness increasingly look like market mongers. Gates gets locked into the logic of free markets 
and bioscience, a trained incapacity, and cannot purport farming‘s destiny without both.  
Climate Change as Common Enemy 
None of these parameters, antidotes, or hypotheses describes how hunger presents an issue 
of national security, and this is why I suggest the rhetoric of neoliberalism as espoused through food 
security debates exposes fault lines that introduce the potential for food security to forward imperial 
and biopolitical projects. The organizers of the Borlaug Dialogue invited three security and defense 
experts—Mathew Burrows from the National Intelligence Council; Raymond Gilpin an Associate 
Vice President of the U.S. Institute of Peace; and Dennis McGinn, a retired Admiral from the U.S. 
Navy—to isolate the nature of the food security problem. According to these experts, mass 
migration, land-grabbing, and being unprepared to face climate change are the more serious threats 
to security, which contradicts the position that security is linked to hunger. Climate change is one of 
the few non-discursive elements influencing food security articulations. 
The military experts combine the elements food crisis and hunger with climate change and 
migration, and perpetuate fears about the future of agriculture and cities. Significant portions of 
arable land have already been lost to desertification, salinization, soil erosion, and urbanization 
(Godfray et. al 2010). Gilpin explains, 
We‘re all familiar with the numbers, and we know how the food crisis led to higher food 
prices, but we don‘t really take time to understand how those higher food prices ratcheted 
up domestic spending, particularly among the poor, and led not just to income poverty in 
rural areas, but asset poverty. The asset poverty made it impossible for most of the 
households to remain in the rural areas and led to mass migration out of the breadbaskets of 
most countries (Burrows et. al. 2009, p.2-3).  
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Mass migrations driven by a neoliberal economy from rural to urban spaces put pressure on local 
governance and city planners to accommodate the new population with food, housing, and/or 
employment. In developing countries the dispossessed and unemployed become the residents of 
favelas or slums—lacking safe housing, clean water, sanitation, and space—while others risk their 
lives and citizenship to move to places similar the U.S. in hopes of earning an income, a biopolitical 
problem that lands thousands of non-citizens in private prisons, sometimes without parole. As such, 
the problems of food insecurity are shifting from rural to urban areas, reinforcing short term 
solutions, which include further trade liberalization and accepting food aid from the U.S. or EU 
(Weis 2007). If what Gilpin says is true, then food security policy could exacerbate food crisis and 
mass migrations because it calls for industrial and neoliberal solutions, rather than addressing 
problems endemic to the system. 
 Mass migration is exacerbated by land grabbing and climate change, but most proponents of 
food security do not mention land grabbing. Land ‗grabbing‘ refers to the swiftness that developed 
countries, mostly China, South Korea, and the Gulf States, and the private sector sought to procure 
farmland in nearby territories after the 2008 food crises. According to von Braun and Meinzen-Dick 
(2009), this land-grab has the potential to put much needed investment in food and agriculture in 
rural areas. However, land deals often push people off territory their families have long farmed 
without formal deeds or titles. Therefore, land is ―an inherently political issue across the globe, with 
land reform and land right issues often leading to violent conflict‖ (p. 2). The loss of land can feel 
like the loss of one‘s life, and many farmers who lose their land turn to suicide, a non-discursive 
consequence that also did not enter food security conversations.31 
 Even more land will be difficult to farm because of climate change. Athanasiou and Baer 
(2002) suggest the severe weather that results from climate change will affect social classes unevenly, 
                                                 
31
 This was the case with Lee Kyung Hae who lost his rice farm when South Korea opened its markets to foreign 
rice. He committed suicide at the WTO meeting in Cancun, Mexico to send a message to political elites.  
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as was the case with Hurricane Katrina. Within the context of discussions about food security, this 
unevenness is described as a ―threat multiplier.‖ McGinn explains the results of a 2007 study 
―National Security and the Threat of Climate Change,‖ piloted by a non-profit military consultant 
group called CNA. The effects of climate change ―be they prolonged drought; too much water in 
the form of torrential rains or typhoons, hurricanes in this hemisphere; the disease factors; loss of 
shelter; loss of food production capability due to the effects of the weather‖ act as a ―threat 
multiplier‖ in already volatile regions of the world. He explains: 
Now, ―threat multiplier‖ is a military type of phrase, and what it means to me is simply, if 
you take a look around the world today as we know it, there exist longstanding--I‘ll describe 
them as fault lines. Fault lines, tension along political, ethnic, religious, economic lines that 
exist and in some cases have ongoing conflict [sic]. If you take the effects of climate change 
and you put that magnifying glass on there, you can anticipate that the intensity of these fault 
lines, the duration, the frequency, are all going to increase. It will place pressure on social 
structures and governments that will cause, in many cases, fragile governments with this 
additional pressure to become failed governments. Into this vacuum of power that failed 
governments represent will rush people with extreme ideas about what the solutions should 
be. And you have a recipe for internal and external mischief in the form of, for example, 
terrorism.  
If what Gilpin says is true, than neoliberal rhetoric can also be described as a threat multiplier 
because it masks the significance of long standing ―tensions along political, ethnic, religious, [and] 
economic lines” that exacerbate food insecurity by labeling the problem as an issue of productivity 
and constricted markets.  
In sum, participants described rising population, low productivity, bio-reticence, and climate 
change as an issue of national security. A cartographic perspective of the intersection of these 
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conditions draws attention to how these discursive elements work within rhetorical practice to, 
minimize the complexity of the problem, and disguise the impact of decades of a neoliberal 
informed economy on agriculture, which has supported the interests of agribusiness but not the 
small farmers and hungry people food security aims to address. In recent years, threats to national 
security have allowed the U.S. to forward biopolitical agendas such as reducing civil liberties, and 
imperialistic agendas that include invading territories with potential terrorists to force open dormant 
markets. Calling food crises that were likely exacerbated by contradictions in international trade and 
agriculture policies an issue of national security misrepresents the nature of the problem. Moreover, 
it detaches politicians and scientists from responsibility for hunger. There are other ways food 
problems can be articulated, one of which I will explore in chapters 5, food security may be the 
more ill-informed approach to this problem. 
Articulating Market Solutions to Food Security: Partnership, Philanthropy, and Other Red Herrings 
 Mapping the discursive connections among subsidies, financial and market practices, farming 
practices and the voices of small farmers is revealing of how the problem of food is formulated. If 
these intersections are rarely present within rhetorical practice, then detangling the discursive from 
the non-discursive can highlight the rhetorical strategies working within solutions to constitute the 
―truth‖ of food crisis. Proponents of food security never engaged the small farmers or the subjects 
affected by food price increases—the very people food security policy aims to alleviate. Disclosing 
hidden neoliberal biases is important for understanding disconnects between the problems of small 
farmers and neoliberal solutions. Food security solutions do not address market inequalities 
exacerbated by subsidies and transnational control of food markets, which is important to members 
of La Vía Campesina, a grassroots network of smallholder farmers. Convincing similarly minded 
scientists that the public must accept bioscience took precedence over needed conversations about 
the ethics of pushing genetically modified seeds and pesticides on people who may not be aware of 
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the health or economic consequences. Development, defense, and aid blocked conversations about 
subsidies and trade liberalization. In the name of providing solutions to food security, proponents 
use the rhetoric of neoliberalism to forward the agendas of a corporate food empire.  
Partnership, Strategic Philanthropy and ―Leveraging the 3 D‘s‖: Development, Diplomacy, and 
Defense  
 The 2009 Senate Foreign Relations (SFR) and G8 meeting, which was conducted behind 
closed doors, pertaining to food security produced significant policy changes. The President pledged 
$3.5 billion in agricultural development and food security to be leveraged over the next three years. 
A portion of this budget will go to USAID, Feed the Future and Secretary Clinton‘s Global Health 
Initiative, which will provide $63 billion to improve developing nation‘s health systems over the next 
6 years. Feed the Future came out of the 2009 G8 Summit in L‘Aquila, and is the United States 
global hunger and food security initiative that aims to partner with developing countries to tackle the 
causes of hunger. Lew, the Deputy Secretary of state for resources and management, explains these 
changes: 
 President Obama and Secretary Clinton have committed the United States to a new vision 
for development—one that embraces development as a strategic, economic, and moral 
imperative, as central to solving global problems and advancing American national security 
as diplomacy and defense. We seek to balance, align, and leverage these three Ds as we 
pursue our national objectives in accordance with our fundamental values (Lew 2010, p. 1). 
The vision of development Lew describes as new, is in fact old. The U.S. has long executed aid and 
development projects with strategic, economic, and moral interests. Critical scholar, Esteva (1992) 
has argued that the invention of underdevelopment post WWII, allowed the U.S. to extend its 
influence to all other nations. When President Truman announced on January 20, 1949 its plan to 
spread development, Esteva says 2 billion people became inflicted with underdevelopment 
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―transmogrified into an inverted mirror of the others‘ reality: a mirror that belittles them and sends 
them off to the end of queue‖ (p. 7). Citizens of nations transitioned into labor commodities for the 
market to guarantee cheap commodities for the residents of the most developed nations. In the 
1970s development gave the IMF a new customer base to increase returns on loans. Considering 
most post-colonized nations are still waiting for the fruits of Bretton Woods‘s development to 
arrive, our renewed interest in the farm is arriving late and may not improve diplomatic relations.  
Old imperialist development projects that have long enhanced agribusinesses‘ export 
capacity are reinforced with references to ―partnership‖ and ―results.‖ Lew explains what the 
Obama administration means by partnership: ―Our new approach is to work in partnership with 
developing countries that take the lead in designing and implementing evidence-based strategies with 
clear goals that address their unique needs. One of the best lessons we have learned from past aid 
programs is that clear country ownership and strong country commitment are absolutely critical to 
long-term success‖ (Lew 2010, p. 3). Mapping elements of the solution reveals proponents of food 
security‘s emphasis on partnership, which attempts to disguise decades of failed development 
projects that aimed to quickly turn struggling nations into something more like the United States. 
USAID and development agencies have long been criticized for supporting imperial projects that do 
not take the people who the aid is meant to help into consideration (Tucker 1999). Here the 
discursive element partnership directs attention away from an old imperialist agenda that will create 
dependence between the donor‘s product—seed, fertilizer, pesticide—and recipient. Smith, 
executive director of the Institute for Responsible Technology, suggests Obama‘s agriculture 
secretary, Vilsack, shares the Bush administrations enthusiasm for genetic engineering (GE). 
International aid may be the latest means of pushing GE into new markets. 
Humanitarian efforts can exacerbate agricultural problems. During the Borlaug Dialogue 
panel called ―Conversation: Poverty, Hunger, and Food Security in Crisis Areas‖ Arnold, the CEO 
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of humanitarian organization Concern Worldwide, explained that international aid can actually 
perpetuate problems. In Rwanda pre-genocide, for example, ―the development community was 
feeding resources into one side and not the other and actually neglecting what was about to happen. 
And if you look at the general development policies that we adopt, they‘re just insensitive to these 
issues‖ (Ahmad et.al 2009, p. 6). Ahmad, the director general of the National Animal and Plant 
Health Inspection Service in the Ministry of Food from Pakistan, describes his country‘s experience 
with international aid as a ―dismal failure‖ (p. 9). ―Hunger, poverty creates instability. No doubt. But 
it does not necessarily create militancy. And in the Pakistani situation, hunger and poverty did not 
create militancy. It‘s all politics‖ (Ahmad et.al 2009, p. 9). By politics Ahmad is referring to botched 
American development projects that resulted in military dictatorships, oppression, and death. Food 
security is an articulation of food crisis that tends to emphasize the positive outcomes of aid and 
humanitarian efforts, over the mistakes. As such, Arnold and Ahmad‘s perspective highlight an 
alternate potentiality to an aid-centric solution to food crisis. Aid and humanitarianism are 
particularly seductive when executed rhetorically because they are easily associated with morality, 
ethics, and doing good things for others. 
The corporate agricultural moguls from Dupont, Pepsi, and Archer Daniel Midland (ADM) 
at the Borlaug Dialogue tended to highlight the good things corporate philanthropy can produce 
over the problems facing the food insecure and their relationship to these problems. They tended to 
articulate food security as an issue of increasing quantity and quality. Agricultural transnationals see 
their role in food security as increasing the quantity and quality of food on the market. Perhaps, their 
solutions to food security problems are unsurprising: Partnerships and ―strategic philanthropy.‖ 
Corporations who partner with philanthropic institutions increase their appeal with consumers who 
buy with their hearts. Patricia Woertz (2009) the CEO of ADM explains, 
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If agriculture is going to fulfill the potential that many see that it has, we will also need very 
strong and mutually beneficial partnerships. Partnership where? Up and down the supply 
chain, from farmers all the way to consumers, with governments, with communities, with 
civil society as well. And our partnerships are not intended only to build our own capacity 
but that of growers and cooperatives in the world as well (p. 4). 
The appeal to partnerships could hide the fact that industrialized agribusiness is at the heart of the 
corn subsidies that constitute the main ingredient of products that contribute to struggles with 
obesity. Philanthropy glosses over the farm loss caused by nation‘s opening their markets to foreign 
food too early (Bello 2009). Partnerships paper over the aggressive measures biotech firms take to 
protect agro-innovations such as Monsanto‘s roundup ready corn, which have caused numerous 
American and Canadian farmers to go bankrupt from lawsuits aimed at protecting property rights 
(Goodman 2010a, Pringle 2003).  
Emphasizing the importance of partnerships between public and private sectors detracts 
from important conversations needed pertaining to the limits of blurring these lines. As such, a 
rhetorical geographer introduces the limits. Ellen Kullman (2009), the CEO of Dupont, agreed with 
Woertz, but her definition of partnership pertains to the university. She says 
The global productivity gap is not an issue that any one company, that any one research 
center, one university, one government, can solve—so we need to get beyond the sector 
mentality of private-versus-public and work across these boundaries, across companies and 
institutions, if we are going to be successful. Working together, we can more quickly develop 
sustainable solutions with a positive and lasting impact (p. 4) 
Kullman highlights one potential outcome of a controversial issue or blurring the lines between 
public and private research. Whereas public scientists tended to share their innovations with the 
public, private organizations are quick to patent innovations. Patenting makes it difficult for the 
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public and poorer farmers to access valuable innovations. Critic of the food economy, Kloppenburg 
(2004), predicted the rise of biotechnology in the 1980s would dissolve barriers between public and 
private agriculture research. At the beginning of the 21st century, that barrier had almost completely 
disappeared with academics at land grant universities accepting funding from agricultural 
transnationals and biotech firms. The potential problems with blurring these old boundaries are 
profound. Private research is often motivated by profit margins and breaking into new markets, 
while in the past public agricultural research tended to meet the needs of farmers. Food security is 
one articulation of food crises that favors private interests. 
Despite suspect rhetorical strategies such as using ―partnership‖ which glosses over decades 
of botched aid projects, Lew attempts to demonstrate that the U.S. government has learned from 
past mistakes by emphasizing results:  
We will keep in mind that the right thing to do in one country may not be the right thing in 
another. We will scale up the efforts that yield strong results and learn from those that 
indicate that improvement is necessary. And we will share the proof of our progress—or 
underperformance should that be the case—with the public. Secretary Clinton has insisted 
that we measure our results, not just by tallying the dollars we spend or the number of 
programs we run, but by the lasting changes that these dollars and programs help achieve in 
people‘s lives (Lew 2010, p.4). 
While the U.S. is showing signs of having learned from past mistakes, empires struggle to respect the 
thoughts of the dependent. This may be why the people who could benefit from American aid 
efforts were not invited to participate in the conversation. Moreover, the food security debate‘s 
emphasis on markets, productivity, and security demonstrates the U.S.‘s tenacious grip on market 
and military thinking.  
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 Food security is a multi-billion dollar aid project, which was directly and indirectly informed 
by the 2009 Senate Foreign Relations meeting and the Borlaug Dialogue. The US has long had a 
strategic, economic, and moral interest in international aid for development, and food security 
appears to be the latest manifestation of this concentration. While the leaders of USAID and 
participants of the Borlaug Dialogue acknowledge that these aid efforts not only fail, but tend to 
cause more problems, the majority are using a rhetoric of partnership to cement food corporation‘s 
role in solutions to food security. Corporate interest in food security stands to direct the course of 
agriculture in favor biotechnological approaches and improve their overall image. Rather than 
explore new and radical alternatives to the aid paradigm, proponents of food security stick to the 
same old approaches. Whether or not this round of aid for development will improve world hunger 
remains to be seen. 
Market-Based Solutions 
The concept of ―trade-distorting‖ crops up around white elephant topics, specifically the 
tension between food subsidies and free market ideology. In general, proponents of food security 
treat the market as a ubiquitous solution to most agricultural problems. For example, Shah told 
participants of the 2010 Senate Foreign Relations meeting that he feels ―very passionately about U.S. 
leadership in support of market-based solutions to agricultural growth. Increases in both public and 
private sector investments in developing countries are essential to accelerating economic growth and 
poverty reduction‖ (Shah 2010, p. 3). But as political philosopher Polanyi (1944) concludes in his 
study of liberalism before World War I, the market does not seem to concern itself with the welfare 
of people, the environment, or conditions of abject poverty.  
To be fair, a few proponents at the Senate Foreign Relations meeting pertaining to food 
security, attempted to explore the tension between free market and trade distorting philosophies, but 
these attempts may not be enough to undo the counterfactual claims that food security purports. 
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Senator Lugar, who reminds his audience of his farming roots, should understand subsidies better 
than anyone. But at the 2009 Senate Foreign Relations meeting he said that the ―trade policy of both 
developed and developing countries has too often focused on protecting domestic farmers, rather 
than creating well-functioning global markets‖ (p. 2). He is either attacking policies his constituency 
supports or pretending the U.S. is an exception to this focus on protecting farmers. Glickman and 
Bertini used a similar rhetorical strategy, ―The U.S. should revive international negotiations aimed at 
reducing trade-distorting policies, including trade-distorting agricultural subsidies. And finally, the 
U.S. should adopt biofuels policies that place greater emphasis on market forces . . .‖ (Glickman and 
Bertini 2009, p.9). But we cannot be certain if they mean the U.S. should attack their own trade-
distorting policies, including the dumping of excess subsidized grain as food aid.  
The kind of free market rhetoric marshaled by proponents of food security assumes global 
farmers already have access to a larger market. However, there are productive farmers all over the 
globe who may have access to a local rural market, but not an urban or global market. These 
farmers, isolated by dilapidated or non-existent infrastructure, are often forgotten or neglected in 
favor of food aid during famines and food crises (Thurow and Kilman 2009). Mapping the element 
‗market solutions‘ reveals how the discourse of neoliberalism shapes solutions. For instance, the 
concept of an arena for commodity exchange is not new in the West, but in Ethiopia, for example, 
there was no transparent, coordinated market before 2008, which led farmers to have to absorb 
grave financial risk (Clinton Global Initiative 2008). Sometimes buyers cheated farmers into selling 
grain for way under market value because there was no public system of displaying real time market 
values. During past famines, Ethiopian farmers watched their crops go to waste as citizens fought 
over food aid (Thurow and Kilman 2009). Organizations such as the Ethiopian Commodity 
Exchange (ECE) are trying to make it easier for farmers to connect with buyers who can offer them 
fair pricing. The ECE uses a system of grading and standardizing products, and publicizes pricing 
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information. Based on proponents of food security‘s articulation of aid, the reader has no way of 
knowing if this is the kind of market solution their policies will support.  
Because politicians are aware that several African nations lack commodity exchange 
programs, there was talk of integrating smallholder farmers into larger commodity chains. ―Private 
partners, including Mars, Hershey, and Kraft are helping secure a vital supply chain for cocoa while 
improving the livelihoods of more than 1.5 million West African farmers in the industry. The 
program includes a farmer field school that is helping producers in a farmer-to-farmer approach 
with key lessons, disease control and knowledge extension‖ (Shah 2010, p. 3). Because smallholder 
farmers are not mechanized enough to meet corporate grading or standardization, these farmers can 
enter into contracts with corporations only to be dropped at harvest time (Black 2001). Therefore, 
some market solutions may be necessary, but other market solutions may reinforce the same 
problems. 
The rhetoric of neoliberalism could open more market niches for biotechnology. Indeed, the 
future of biotechnology depends upon the reduction of barriers to trade such as the EU‘s blockade 
of genetically modified seed. Among the many interesting and brilliant solutions—minimizing water 
consumption (Vince 2010), curbing rat and mouse populations (Normille 2010), reducing fertilizer 
use (Hvistendahl 2010), eating less meat (Stokstad 2010), consuming more crickets (Vogel 2010), 
mixed crop and livestock farming (Herrero et al. 2010)—proposed through Science Magazine‘s special 
edition on food security, increasing technology, innovation, and production of genetically modified 
(GM) seeds topped the charts. Even though one of the lead articles suggested traditional and 
advanced technologies are needed to increase global yields32, five out of seven articles argued that 
food security necessitated biotechnology and increased mechanization of the farming system (Ejeta 
                                                 
32
 Later in their article the authors said “Our view is that genetic modification is a potentially valuable technology 
whose advantages and disadvantages need to be considered rigorously on an evidential, inclusive, case-by-case 
basis: Genetic modification should neither be privileged nor automatically dismissed” (p. 815). 
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2010, Federoff et al. 2010, Gebbers & Adamchuk 2010, Godfray et al 2010, Tester and Langridge 
2010). But by mechanization authors meant advanced GPS guided agriculture, not making John 
Deere tractors available to farmers who are still using machetes and livestock to produce and yield 
harvest (Gebbers & Adamchuk 2010). Moreover, the reader will discover in chapter 5 that some 
small farmers are ardently opposed to GM seeds and biotechnology; they just want national 
governments and consumers to also support small farming, and stop pushing biotechnology on 
them.  
Market-based-solutions was a discursive element that appeared throughout the Senate 
Foreign Relations meetings, Borlaug Dialogue, and Science magazine. However, this emphasis is 
idealistic and ill-informed considering hurtles small farmers in places like Ethiopia may face. In 
theory the free market will take care of the kind of inequalities small farmers face, but in reality 
subsidies distort the market‘s capacity to exercise free will, and the smallest farmers are the first to 
suffer when the promises of the free market do not trickle down to them. As such, when 
proponents of food security promote the market as a solution to hunger, this perpetuates 
counterfactual perceptions of trade and agriculture while carving a space for biotechnology. 
Thus far a rhetorical geography has explored gaps between imagined solutions to food crises 
and the reality of life for the small farmers and hungry people these solutions aim to ameliorate. 
Market liberalization and neoliberal development projects have a history of decimating the livelihood 
of small farmers (Bello 2009; Black 2001; Chang 2003; Rosset 2006; Shiva 2000; Weis 2007). When 
articulating solutions to food crises, proponents of food security marshal a rhetoric of partnership to 
demonstrate their willingness to fix past mistakes and listen to the voices of small farmers. However, 
the way proponents of food security understand food problems does not relay a clear understanding 
of the problems small farmers face. Therefore partnership, the market, and biotechnology work as 
red herrings, which detract the audience from old and failed neoliberal development paradigms. 
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Conclusions 
Articulation theory guided me to the discursive elements constituting this cartography of 
power. If rendered onto a map, morality, security, productivity, climate change, international aid, and 
the market would be the boldest features, while subsidies, Bretton Woods, the people who were 
affected by food crisis would not make an appearance. Rhetors described food security as a moral 
problem plaguing developing countries that threatens the security of both the developing and 
developed world. Food security was articulated as a problem of population growth coupled with low 
farm productivity, limited access to markets, several decades of policy shifts away from agricultural 
development, and exacerbated by climate change. Proponents of food security suggest genetically 
modified foods, technology, private research, and international aid for agriculture development can 
increase productivity.  
Unlike articulation theory, a rhetorical geography is problem and solution oriented in an 
attempt to better understand the relationship between the symbolic and material. Whereas 
articulation theory blurs distinctions between the symbolic and material, I began this chapter with 
my interpretation of the food riot in Haiti and a review of Farm Bill policies that affect agriculture 
across the globe to serve as an important reminder to the reader that riots spawned the food security 
conversation. Otherwise these critical factors disappear from food security rhetoric. Proponents of 
food security did not speak of the dynamic reasons behind the riots or solicit the views of the people 
who were adversely affected by food price increases. Not speaking of these reasons enables 
proponents to disconnect the materiality of hunger and poverty from their interpretations of the 
food crisis. Moreover, the fact that the United States subsidizes agriculture, which reinforces market 
inequities, did not appear important to proponents of food security. Instead proponents of food 
security constitute food problems as an issue of morality, security, and productivity, thus reifying 
illusions and counterfactual claims about the food economy. In this cartography of power, the 
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relationship between the discursive and non-discursive is occluded, and the symbolic meaning of 
food security works as an instrumental rhetoric that has the potential to forward imperial, neoliberal, 
and biopolitical agendas. 
Indeed, proponents of food security forward several counterfactual claims in their attempt to 
diagnose and solve food problems. There is no evidence that hunger causes revolution—it may be 
the straw that breaks the camel‘s back, but hunger is more likely a symptom of a larger problem. 
Poverty and gross inequalities perpetuated by the state or other influential institutions may lay the 
foundation of revolution or acts of terrorism, but the roots of hunger are dynamic and difficult to 
understand causally. Security experts at the Borlaug Dialogue suggested the bigger threats to national 
security are climate changes, mass migration, and limited natural resources. Many nations, including 
the U.S., are unprepared to face new and chaotic weather patterns. The tenuous relationship 
between hunger and national security may disguise a biopolitical project. Threats to national security 
subtly alter human conduct by influencing hypnotic states of fear, which can be used to rationalize 
scenarios and policies that normally would not float with the American public. In the past the U.S., 
for instance, has used the rhetoric of morality and security to justify the USA Patriot Act, which 
restricted individual liberty. Moreover, appeals to security and morality buttress attempts to expand 
markets and create product dependency between the U.S. and other nations, an unintended 
consequence of capitalist production. 
The subjects featured in this chapter suggest population growth, productivity, and climate 
change pose a threat to food security. The assumption is that the global demand for food will double 
because of population growth, changes in weather patterns, and limited land and water supplies. 
However, there is evidence that the population of the earth is de-accelerating (Friedman 2009) and 
the appeal to population growth solidifies the future of industrial agriculture and transnational 
corporations in increasing production. Proponents of food security consider industrial agriculture, 
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biotechnology, and trade liberalization to be the most efficient and productive approaches to 
increased food demands. However, the industrial agricultural system pollutes more fresh water than 
any industry in the world, and trade liberalization has forced thousands of farmers off of their land, 
leading to one of the most formidable biopolitical problems of our day: Forced migration of the 
farming class. Without citizenship rights, these migrant workers can wind up in prison only to be 
deported back to the circumstances that influenced them to migrate. 
Proponents of food security explain gaps between developed and underdeveloped 
agriculture systems as a myth perpetuated by the Green Revolution. According to critical scholars, 
this is a false assumption. Gaps between highly mechanized and subsistent farms were exacerbated 
when nations similar to Mexico or Haiti were forced into decades of neoliberal-globalization 
through a combination of governmental leadership, development programs and loans, or trade 
agreements such as NAFTA or the WTO. While neoliberal-globalization increased the capital of 
elite classes in the borrowing nation and abroad, cheap corn, rice, and wheat flooded these markets 
and forced many farmers off of their land. Moreover, the rhetorical push towards neoliberal-
globalization is a historical, considering the most powerful agriculture markets in the world were 
nurtured by the state, the biggest financial sponsor of agriculture. 
Proponents would make it seem as if the most significant challenge facing agriculture is a 
choice between organic/sustainable and productive industrial agriculture. The thriving U.S. organic 
market is evidence, however, that organic and sustainable agriculture is just as productive as 
industrial. Behind this false choice are farmers who have trouble getting their product to a market 
because of dilapidated or non-existent infrastructure and, therefore, cannot afford biotechnologies, 
or to mechanize their farms. The push to cement the role of bioscience in food security appears 
imperialistic. 
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Proponents of food security recommend a dose of market based humanitarian effort to 
increase global production, which they call ―partnerships.‖ While proponents acknowledge that aid 
based development efforts have failed in the past because of patriarchal thinking, there is little 
evidence that the U.S. is changing its neoliberal approach. Throwing more money on the problem 
and market solutions are treated as an answer to most food problems. Continuing along the path of 
neoliberal development almost guarantees more neoliberal solutions. Rather than encouraging 
national leaders to address the systemic inequalities that lead to hunger, some proponents of food 
security pretend these do not exist. Moreover, proponents of market liberalization do not speak 
openly about subsidy and other federal efforts to support agriculture and agribusiness. While some 
Americans recently fought against a national healthcare system, few openly oppose tax dollars 
contributing to the insurance of crops in the U.S. and Brazil.  
Because hunger does not seem to be an actual threat to security, but a condition exacerbated 
by market and development policies and climate change, I have suggested that ―food security‖ 
reinforces the discourse of neoliberalism and both potential and probable imperial and biopolitical 
projects. Moreover, food security aid and development projects still prescribe neoliberal 
development, mostly opening and sustaining free markets. Food security may wind up helping 
transnationals secure more farmland to industrialize in which to grow and sell genetically modified 
food. Now the U.S. has set up a situation where it can marshal military support for food problems, 
citizens seduced by the threat of security may unwittingly support unnecessary violence. 
In this chapter I have attempted to map the kind of rhetorical strategies that cluster around 
and reify the discourse of neoliberal-globalization—morality, security, productivity, population, 
climate change, partnership, technology, bioscience—while also exploring discrepancies and 
tensions between the discursive and the material as I discussed each element. The mapping began in 
Haiti, a nation experiencing food crises and food riots. Decades of neoliberal-globalization created a 
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situation where the poorest population could not afford food. Without food reserves the nation was 
held hostage to the fluctuating food market. One of the main discrepancies I have mapped is 
geographic in nature, because neoliberal-globalization may benefit the already elite and wealthy, but 
exacerbates the problems plaguing small and struggling farmers. American elites with specific, but 
not always transparent, perceptions of agriculture are determining the fate of food in distant places 
through the World Trade Organization, Farm Bills, aid for development, and foreign policy. The 
counterfactual claims that proponents of food security advance may actually amplify the conditions 
these conversations and measures aim to eliminate. Moreover, food security reifies the power elites 
already have in determining the shape of agriculture.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 5 
Articulating Farmers’ Struggles: 
La Vía Campesina, Food Sovereignty, and a Cartography of Resistance 
Over a half-century ago, Mahatma Gandhi led a multitude of Indians to the sea to make salt—in defiance of the 
British Empire’s monopoly on this resource critical to people’s diet. The action catalyzed the fragmented movement for 
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Indian independence and was the beginning of the end for Britain’s rule over India. The act of “making salt” has since 
been repeated many times in many forms by people’s movements seeking liberation, justice and sovereignty: Cesar 
Chavez, Nelson Mandela, and the Zapatistas are just a few of the most prominent examples. Our food movement— 
one that spans the globe—seeks food sovereignty from the monopolies that dominate our food systems with the 
complicity of our governments. We are powerful, creative, committed and diverse. It is our time to make salt. 
--La Vía Campesina33 
 Although the city is home to the majority of the world‘s population, Director of the Third 
World Forum, Amin (2003) estimates that about 3 billion of the world‘s 6.75 billion people can be 
considered smallholder farmers. Over two billion of the globe‘s small farmers live in the Southern 
hemisphere in rural areas on less than $2 a day, and depend on agriculture either directly or indirectly 
for their livelihood (Pimbert 2008; Shiva 2000; World Bank 2007).34 Only 11% of the active 
population in the Northern hemisphere can be counted as farmers. This is meager in comparison to 
the farmers who constitute 59% of the active population living in the Southern hemisphere; 
although, the number of peasants migrating to urban areas is increasing, especially in China (Pimbert 
2008).  
The definition of a smallholder farmer varies from person to person, but in general 
smallholder refers to small-scale, meaning less than 5 acres, and/or subsistence level farmers—
                                                 
33
 This is part of a statement delivered to the US Social Forum in Detriot, MI. “Statement from the People‟s 
Movement Assembly on Food Sovereignty.” 2010. La Vía Campesina. Accessed February 28, 2011. 
http://www.viacampesina.org/en/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=934:statement-from-the-
peoples-movement-assembly-on-food-sovereignty&catid=21:food-sovereignty-and-trade&Itemid=38  
34
 The accuracy of small farming statistics is debatable, because few can agree upon what constitutes a small farmer. 
In 2000, feminist farm activist Vandana Shiva estimated that 50% of the world‟s population could be considered 
peasant or small farmers. More recently, Michel Pimbert (2008) Director of the Sustainable Agriculture, 
Biodiversity and Livelihoods Program at the International Institute for Environment and Development (IIED) in 
London, UK and using the UN‟s Food and Agriculture Organization‟s (FAO) data suggested 2.5 billion people 
depend on agriculture either directly or indirectly for their livelihood. The World Bank‟s Development Report 
(2007) contends that 2.1 billion people in developing countries live off of less than $2 a day in rural areas and 
depend on agriculture for their livelihood. An additional 883 million live off of less than $1 a day. A google search 
of “2.5 billion of the population” also brought up 2.5 billion people without running water, without food, without 
access to technology. This number likely reflects the people with the least amount of economic resources, not 
necessarily subsistent farmers. 3 billion may be too high of an estimate. 
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family crop and livestock operations, forest dwellers, herders, fisher folk, urban farmers and 
gardeners, indigenous people—who may not use or have access to technology, markets, supply 
chains, land and therefore capital. Director of the Sustainable Agriculture, Biodiversity and 
Livelihoods Program at the International Institute for Environment and Development in London, 
Pimbert (2008) estimates there are about 50 million modern farmers and 1.25 billion peasant farmers 
peppering the global North and South—not all modern farmers live in the North, nor do all small 
farmers live in the South. Whereas in 2003 smallholder farmers in total produce between 20,000 and 
110,000 lbs. of cereal grain, industrial agriculture produced between 2 and 4.5 million lbs. of cereal 
per farmer that year (Amin 2003). In this sense, one industrial cereal farmer is significantly more 
productive than the sum total of the world‘s peasant farmers. Proponents of food security want to 
integrate these smallholder farmers into their vision of a secure food future, and even the 2010 
Borlaug Dialogue‘s theme was ―Reaching Smallholder Farmers.‖ However, if their vision comes to 
fruition, many of these small farmers could lose their land to industrial or contract farmers for 
transnational corporations. The neoliberal approach to agriculture and development encourages 
movement out of rural and into urban areas. The consequences of transferring peasant land and 
people to industry have and will continue to be grave. 
To better understand the kind of work a small farmer might perform each day, I volunteered 
during the summer of 2010 to help cultivate and harvest a 3-acre organic farm in Boulder County.35 
Unlike the subsistence farmers in developing countries living off of less than $2 a day, the farmer for 
whom I volunteered had a steady income from the popular bistro he owns in Boulder, where he 
aims to keep his menu between 70 and 98% local. He sells a portion of his crop at the summer 
                                                 
35
 Boulder County is a posh place to pilot a small organic farm. The community has an active local organic 
agriculture movement, a bustling summer farmer‟s market, and is populated by notoriously health conscious 
residents who actively seek expensive locally grown produce. Land and property in Boulder is too expensive for 
most farmers, but Boulder County‟s Food and Agriculture Policy Council (2011) is currently undertaking a research 
project to improve the economic viability of agriculture, as well as public and institutional access to local foods in 
Boulder County. 
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farmer‘s market and integrates the rest into his weekly menu, drying peas, carrots, lentils and such 
for the winter. A self-taught farmer who had just moved his small backyard herb operation to a 
larger plot of land, this farmer owns one tractor, and has recruited and hired two employees, several 
interns, and numerous volunteers like me to help run the farm. But many of the world‘s poorest 
farmers must rely on family and the community to help with cultivation and harvests. 
Like many of the world‘s small farms, this farm is located on a relatively undesirable plot of 
land, mostly because it is sandwiched between a housing development and industrial park without 
access to electricity or irrigation. Smallholder farmers in developing countries face drought, flooding, 
mountainous, rocky, nutrient poor or salty soil, polluted water supplies, and chaotic inclement 
weather. The farmers of these dynamic and complex ecosystems often rely on cultural and biological 
diversity for survival and enjoyment; for example, consider how some cultures have bred gourds to 
be musical instruments, containers, and ornaments (Pimbert 2008). The land I farmed was rich in 
nutrients and free of substantial hurtles like sand, steep hills, or large rocks, but there were no 
shortage of pests.36  
Volunteering on the farm entailed countless hours of cultivating, which means pulling 
weeds, or harvesting vegetables hunched over on one‘s knees in the hot sun. The farmer grows 
vegetables, grains, beans, and fruits, which nurtured a healthy respect for the taste of fresh produce, 
but also for both provincial and mechanized farming. When temperatures soared into the high 90s 
and my knees and hands were still developing calluses, I could understand why farmers would 
choose to grow one crop in contract for a corporation, especially if it meant farming from the 
comfort of an air-conditioned John Deere tractor, no weeding, and the guarantee of a profit. Even 
                                                 
36
 Because of a damp spring and summer the previous year, the grasshopper population was particularly rampant. 
Without pesticides, the farmer had to survey other farmers to discover an organic and environmentally sound way to 
keep the grasshoppers at bay. He eventually created a sail that could be pulled by a tractor between the rows of crops 
that would force the grasshoppers into a trough of cooking oil. His farm runs with the help of other inventive and 
handmade farming aids, like a small plastic greenhouse that frequently blew to the other side of the field in the midst 
of a windstorm, and a handmade root cellar to keep harvests cool in the summer.  
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though I enjoyed hours of cultivating in the peace of an open farm, volunteering on the farm 
completely erased the fantasy I had about small farming. In comparison to the sometimes excessive 
amounts of water, oil, chemicals, and fertilizers needed for intensive industrial farming, I thought 
smallholder farming could be a better alternative to feeding the world. However, without the help of 
machinery or an army of workers, smallholder farming is physically exhausting and full of 
unexpected challenges that could decimate the crop and the farmer‘s income. 
There are so many mistakes a new farmer can make that could decimate a harvest and profit: 
Planting the seeds too close together and crowding the crops potential growth, pulling the crop 
instead of a weed, neglecting to pull a weed because it looks like a crop, over watering, under 
watering, or over using the soil. These are a few mistakes that can be controlled, and some factors 
like drought and abnormally high pest populations are completely outside of the farmers‘ realm of 
influence, even with genetically engineered seed and pesticide. The learning curve, like many 
occupations, is risky, arduous, and could take years to master. Environmental risks like pests and 
drought place the small farmer in substantial financial danger. If the crop fails, there is no money to 
invest in the best seeds and technology for the next year. Even if the crop succeeds, the price of 
food is sometimes so low that a season‘s hard work could turn a meager profit. I farmed for fun, 
could leave anytime I wanted, and did not have the burden of carrying profit or competition worries. 
  Whereas the smallholder yeoman farmer of the past is making a slow comeback in the 
United States, thanks in part to urban and bourgeois demands for artisanal, specialized, and diverse 
food products, the smallholder farmers of the world are threatened by the spread of industrial 
agriculture, trade liberalization, and new fears of food security. La Vía Campesina is an international 
grassroots social movement that demands food sovereignty in defense of the smallholder farmer‘s 
livelihood. Their website is home to a daily stream of press releases related to the movements‘ 
activities and statements of their position on Agrarian Reform, Biodiversity and Genetic Resources, 
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Food Sovereignty and Trade, Women, Human Rights, Migrations and Rural Workers, Sustainable 
Peasant‘s Agriculture, and their youth movement.37 To continue the cartographic orientation I began 
in chapter 2, I focus my analysis on the way elements emerge from members‘ constitution of the 
problem and solutions. I read and took notes on 48 of La Vía Campesina‘s press releases that fell 
under the search ―Food Sovereignty and Trade,‖ and an additional 9 press releases from a separate 
―food crisis‖ search. This produced a total of 51 documents. Vía recently released a compilation of 
10 years of policy documents and manifestos they have written to various audiences in relation to 
the above categories. I analyzed 13 documents in this book related to the food crises, food 
sovereignty, trade, and human rights.  
I reduced roughly 274 pages of text to about 55 pages of notes, which I mined for re-
occurring themes or elements to help constitute this chapters‘ map of resistance. These elements 
include: decades of deregulation, liberalized markets, neoliberal policies, undemocratic decision-
making; G8, IMF, WTO, WB, UN policies; financial speculators, food/commodity futures, 
agribusiness, food and agriculture transnationals, land grabbing, dumping, agro fuels, GMO; rebuild 
national/local food economies, support the poorest consumers and farmers, the right to take 
stabilization/protectionist measures, the right to food, food sovereignty, land and agrarian reform, 
civil society, peasant, and rebuild grain reserves (buffer stocks). Within articulations of food 
sovereignty the majority of these elements have both non-discursive and discursive properties. The 
relationship between the two is somewhat fluid. For example, trade liberalization is non-discursive in 
the sense that this is a common economic policy supported by the World Trade Organization, but 
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 The user can separate policy statements and other postings by the above categories and by region. In this chapter I 
focus on statements related to “Food Sovereignty and Trade” because this is the category that most directly engages 
the food crises and the discourse of neoliberalism. To keep even with the Food Security chapter, I limited my 
analysis to statements issued after and activities related to the 2008 food crises, coverage of which petered out in late 
2010. 
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small farmers are attempting to constitute trade liberalization with a new meaning using rhetorical 
practice, called rearticulation an exercise of rhetorical agency and resistance.  
Reflecting on the debate between proponents of food security and food sovereignty in 
relation to prospects for global democracy highlights the struggle between global, state, and local 
economies in defining food possibilities. Whereas proponents of food security emphasize the 
rhetoric of neoliberalism, thus substantiating counterfactual claims about the origins of food crises, 
proponents of food sovereignty issue a backlash rhetoric meant to expose systemic inequalities 
exacerbated by neoliberal-globalization. Advocates of food security do not have to name, label, or 
identify neoliberal values or prescriptions because they are commonsense to the community. As 
such, conversations about food security tend to be both exclusionary and shrouded in mystery 
because they require a degree of economic specialization and/or political power. Economic liberals 
believe the market has a self-regulating capacity that functions better if liberated from inhibitions 
such as import taxes and other rules. As ethnographer Cintron (2011) suggested in his Josephine 
Jones lecture at the University of Colorado, economic liberals regard the market in a similar manner 
to some folks understanding of God and Nature. The Market is considered capable of providing 
people with the things they need and dream about, distributing wealth, creating employment 
opportunities, and leveling inequality. Significant aspects of our values and life—birth, death, health, 
food, water, shelter—are increasingly accessible or defined through the prism of the Market order 
(Delpechin & Nhamposa 2009).  
Advocates of food sovereignty are charged with the task of interrogating, interrupting, and 
arguing against the discourse of liberalism as it appears and disappears, while fighting for a home 
within an undemocratic political space. The rhetoric of neoliberalism as espoused by proponents of 
food security tended to de-materialize economic processes and practices that led to food riots by 
either pretending the Bretton Woods system was in no way involved, or constituting economic 
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liberalism as a commonsense solution to crisis. I argue that food sovereignty represents a backlash 
rhetoric that threatens to perpetuate some of the same problems that food security rhetoric poses. 
Specifically, both food sovereignty and food security articulations overemphasize market 
liberalization at the expense of addressing the tensions between a semi-protective and semi-liberal 
approach to food and agriculture. Similar to food security, food sovereignty rhetoric misses systemic 
problems that exacerbate hunger such as war, poverty, and gender or ethnic discrimination. To be 
fair, the discourse of neoliberalism supplies significant challenges to the exercise of rhetorical agency 
and resistance efforts as neoliberalism is seemingly everywhere and nowhere at the same time. This 
is to say, marginalized subjects can identify the presence of neoliberal rhetoric and logic, but tracing 
neoliberalism back to the source or holding someone accountable for neoliberalism is challenging.  
Members of La Vía Campesina‘s strategy has been to rearticulate or equivocate neoliberalism 
with the global oppression of the poor and marginalized. Here neoliberalism serves as a ―catch-all‖ 
category for systemic oppression. Simultaneously proponents of food sovereignty are attempting to 
re-articulate food as much more than a commodity, but a loaded political concept that needs to be 
protected as a human and state right. Moreover, the reader may begin to see that there are two food 
systems vying for representation within one market, a global industrial and a civic peasant system. 
While food sovereignists have been successful in carving a space for their voice within the United 
Nations, their challenges with neoliberalism are dynamic and profound. 
La Vía Campesina and Food Sovereignty: The History of a Transnational Grassroots Movement 
As I explained in chapter 3, the power and quantity of global civil society strengthened as the 
discourse of neoliberal-globalization and accompanying practices such as deregulation of the 
corporate sector, liberalization of trade, and privatization of once public services shifted the 
landscape of services and problems that the state would address. In this chapter global civil society 
refers to an international assemblage of related and unrelated stateless structures and 
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organizations—NGOs, social movements, IGOs, transnational networks—meant to highlight or 
contest specific issues that tend to pertain to the whole of humanity, such as human rights, the 
environment, gender, and food (Berkovitch 1999; Kaldor 2003). The globalization of neoliberal 
informed capitalism and the suppression of small farmers birthed La Vía Campesina, ―which brings 
together millions of peasants, small and medium-size farmers, landless people, women, farmers, 
indigenous people, migrants and agricultural workers from around the world‖ (La Vía Campesina 
2011). This grassroots movement is comprised of 150 local and national organizations in Africa, 
Asia, Europe, and the Americas who aim to defend small-scale sustainable agriculture, and oppose 
neoliberalism. On their website La Vía Campesina explains that the ―main goal of the movement is 
to realize food sovereignty and stop the destructive neoliberal process. It is based on the conviction 
that small farmers, including peasant fisher-folk, pastoralists and indigenous people, who make up 
almost half the world‘s people, are capable of producing food for their communities and feeding the 
world in a sustainable and healthy way.‖ (La Vía Campesina 2011). 
La Vía Campesina means ―peasant way‖ or ―peasant road‖ in Spanish (Desmarais 2007). 
Campesinos are people who grew up in the country, are indigenous to the land where they live or 
are farm folks. They have a deep attachment to place and particular pieces of land, and many are 
tired of being left out of the neoliberal agricultural development model. Members have consciously 
reclaimed the word peasant from those who would assign negative value to the word, consider 
peasants nearly extinct due to the globalization of capitalism, and/or cast farm folk in ―the shadow 
of nostalgia‖ or the distant past (Desmarais 2007, La Vía Campesina 2009). Rather than the doomed, 
the peasant migrant is the ―bravest‖ and ―most modern‖ among us because ―the peasant knows the 
reality of our world decades before the California suburbanite will ever get the point‖ (Desmarais 
quoting peasant migrant Richard Rodriquez 2007, p 20). 
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In 1992 eight farm organizations from the Americas and Europe gathered together in 
Managua, Nicaragua to participate in the Unión Nacional de Agricultores y Ganderas (Desmarais 
2007, What is La Vía? 2011). Farm leaders expressed a shared desire to work together to develop 
alternatives to neoliberal informed agriculture, development, and trade policy. These leaders were 
invited by a Dutch NGO called Paulo Freire Stichting (PFS), a farmer driven research project with 
an agenda meant to influence agriculture policy, to gather in Mons, Belgium. Behind the scenes, 
many farm organizations were engaging in organizational exchanges outside of their region to better 
understand the changes happening in the agriculture sectors of different regions. Participants in 
these exchanges also evaluated the various resistant strategies peasants had used. Small farmers from 
the South were surprised to discover that Northern farmers were also losing the quality of life they 
once had, working 14 hour days, living off of credit, and sending their children away to the city for a 
better life. Desmarais (2007) explains that these exchanges were instrumental in establishing 
common interests between members from disparate parts of the world.38  
La Vía Campesina has made waves in scholarly communities because of the movements‘ 
visible presence at World Trade Organization (WTO) and other global agriculture oriented meetings 
(Desmarais 2002, 2007; Mann 2008; Patel 2008; Patel 2010). Members wear green hats and green 
scarves around their neck called pañuelos and often wave green flags with their logo chanting 
slogans. Mann (2008) calls La Vía Campesina a transnational activist network (TAM) because of the 
movements‘ relational framework, which includes members connected through linkages of 
community, national, and global networks. However, the group self-identifies as a grassroots social 
                                                 
38
 However, not every aspect of La Vía‟s history has been rosy. The “very difficult birth” of La Vía Campesina was 
exacerbated by tensions between farm leaders and member of the hosting Dutch NGO, Paulo Freire Stichting (PFS), 
who drew up a project proposal that would position La Vía Campesina as a farmer-led research project (p. 92). Farm 
leaders wanted autonomous and independent control over the organization and proceeded to plan without the NGO, 
but not without protest from PFS. Perhaps because of the opposition from the NGO, farm leaders were easily able to 
unite around their passion for the land and opposition to neoliberalism. Several months later thousands of farmers 
joined together in Geneva to protest the 1994 Uruguay Round of the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade. 
Members of the Vía Campesina have since protested WTO, IMF, and World Food Summit meetings in Paris, 
Seattle, Washington, Quebec, Rome, Bangalore, Cancun and Hong Kong. 
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movement. La Vía Campesina is autonomous, community-oriented, aims to serve the needs of their 
membership, and transform the existing political structure rather than suffice to be included in it. 
Annette Desmarais (2007), an insider who has written a comprehensive study of La Vía Campesina, 
calls Vía a radical social movement because the members are moving resistance in a way that builds 
―concrete alternatives in the here and now‖—alternative identities, social spaces, and political 
cultures. For instance, in 2009 member organizations commemorated International Peasant‘s day by 
holding workshops and conferences, showing films and street theatre (Madrid and Belgium), 
planting native saved seeds in parks (Syracuse, NY), taking to the streets in protest (Bangladesh and 
Philippines), holding dinners that consist of locally grown food (Spain), sponsoring public debates 
and discussions about food (Mali and Indonesia), and running campaigns to stop free trade or 
violence against peasants (La Vía Campesina 2009e).  
This grassroots social movement aims to separate from the title of non-governmental 
organization (NGO), because NGOs tend to be comprised of ―well-meaning and well-educated 
middle-class professionals,‖ who are tied to the interests of the national and international 
organizations that fund them (Desmarais 2007). Working with NGOs can render Vía‘s work 
susceptible to co-optation and de-radicalization. Often times NGOs are formed to fill holes in the 
relationship between the government and its constituents, which at least partially requires the NGO 
speak for those constituents who have been neglected or marginalized by the state. Because of their 
ties to larger institutions, NGOs can censor the needs of the people they serve to advance their own 
survival.  
Transnational movements face the constant challenge of establishing commonality amidst 
diverse individuals and organizations. The movement coordinates goals and objectives amongst 
members of eight regions—Africa, Europe, Central America, Caribbean, South America, North 
America, South Asia, East and South Asia (Desmarais 2007, La Vía Campesina 2011). La Vía‘s 
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International Coordinating Committee consists of one woman and one man elected from each of 
the eight regions. These Delegates meet every 3-4 years to design direction, policies, and 
mobilization strategies. Desmarais says leaders acknowledge differences—gender, race, class, 
geography—amongst each other and consider them an asset. Whereas many transnational 
movements face divisions and conflicts between people and ideologies that fall along North/South 
geographies, La Vía Campesina considers the most divisive issue to be between a corporate, 
neoliberal orientation to agricultural development and a more humane farmer driven model (Vía 
Campesina 2009b).  
Placing considerable effort into balancing the local, with the national, and global, La Vía 
Campesina attempts to strengthen and provide a point of reference to local organizations in their 
struggles with national governments. However, the movement is grounded and dependent upon the 
experiences of local organizations within these national struggles. For example, La Vía Campesina 
helped support the radicalization of the National Farmers Union (NFU) of Canada‘s position on 
genetically modified (GM) food (Desmarais 2007). When Canada joined the WTO the NFU was 
forced to reconsider and strengthen its position on property rights and genetically modified food. 
Leaders of the NFU had split views on GM, some felt it was an unnecessary technology and others 
thought GM could provide farmers with a significant economic advantage. Desmarais suggests the 
NFU‘s membership to La Vía Campesina opened them to the voices of farmers of other regions.  
To help unify the differences between various regions and organizations, La Vía Campesina 
works on eight key themes: food sovereignty, agrarian reform, biodiversity, human rights, gender 
and rural development, sustainable peasant agriculture models of production, migration, and farm 
worker‘s rights (La Vía Campesina 2011). Food sovereignty  
Is the right of peoples to healthy and culturally appropriate food produced through 
sustainable methods and their right to define their own food and agriculture systems. It 
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develops a model of small-scale sustainable production benefiting communities and their 
environment. It puts the aspirations, needs and livelihoods of those who produce, distribute 
and consume food at the heart of food systems and policies rather than the demands of 
markets and corporations (La Vía Campesina 2011). 
Unlike food security, food sovereignty places priority on healthy and culturally appropriate food. 
The movement‘s assumption is that food production should support and respect biodiversity, the 
productive capacity of the land, preserve resources, and cultural values.39 This view calls for 
protection of local markets against foreign imports, regulation of production to prevent against 
surpluses, and abolishment of export aids. Proponents of food sovereignty aim to stop industrial 
agriculture and promote family-based, sustainable agriculture. 
Although the original members of La Vía Campesina were men, the movement has 
attempted to integrate women and their voices into their decision making body and political process. 
La Vía Campesina has a Women‘s Working Group and Women‘s Commission that meet annually 
and just before major group meetings or protests. Women constitute the majority of peasant farmers 
in the world, but still struggle to gain property rights and participate in political processes. Although 
women‘s and indigenous rights were part of the original platform in Mons, Belgium, Consuelo 
Cabrera Rosales, a Mayan peasant leader says the organization still has a long way to go (Desmarais 
2007).  
International interest in La Vía Campesina heightened after 120 Korean farmers joined the 
Cancun World Trade Organization (WTO) protest. This group included Lee Kyung Hae who 
                                                 
39
 Agrarian reform is another important component of food sovereignty (Desmarais 2007). In the past agrarian 
reform has meant redistributing land once owned by elite classes to the people who worked the land or farming and 
peasant classes. For some members‟ of La Vía Campesina, reform means democratizing land and control over water, 
seeds, and other natural resources. This is often referred to as usufruct rights, or ownership dictated by who has been 
using the land or resource. However, not every member agrees with this vision. Rather the collective vision of 
agrarian land reform is that land can serve as a tool for eliminating poverty and promoting welfare for everyone. 
Similarly La Vía Campesina rejects the concept of intellectual property rights because they interfere with traditional 
farming practices like saving seed. 
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famously carried a sign proclaiming ―WTO Kills Farmers,‖ climbed to the top of a wire fence meant 
to protect trade ministers, and killed himself (Rosset 2006). La Vía Campesina‘s concept of food 
sovereignty has influenced global institutions—UN Food and Agriculture Organization and the UN 
Commission on Human Rights—social movements, and organizations, conceptions of food. This 
grassroots movement was one of the many organizations behind pressures to reform World Bank 
agrarian assistance programs, and nations such as Mali and Bolivia are attempting to implement food 
sovereignty frameworks for their agricultural system (Pimbert 2008). Whereas Vía spent its early 
days strengthening the organization internally, the organizations newest struggle is to meet the 
demands and commitments of a well-known international movement.  
―There is something Rotten in the Kingdom of Globalization:‖ Disarticulating Neoliberal-
Globalization and Other Constructions of the Food Problem 
A rhetorical geography is problem oriented. As such, I begin my analysis of articulations of 
food sovereignty by focusing on the texts that emerged after the 2008 food crisis. The food crisis 
reinvigorated the movement‘s efforts to disarticulate neoliberalism, and food sovereignists suggest 
decades of neoliberal informed agriculture practices and economic development triggered the crisis. 
La Vía Campesina defines the food crisis as a problem related to decades of World Bank and IMF 
enforced structural adjustment, liberalized markets, recent global interest in food futures, all of 
which are aggravated by agro-fuel production and land-grabbing. This is an antithetical articulation 
to food security, as proponents of food security described hunger as a moral problem plaguing 
developing countries that threatens the safety of both the developing and developed world. The 
food crisis was articulated as a problem of population growth coupled with low farm productivity, 
limited access to markets, several decades of policy shifts away from agricultural development, and 
exacerbated by climate change. 
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Because food sovereignists have an antithetical interpretation of neoliberalism to proponents 
of food security, mainly they suggest neoliberalism has done more harm than good, I suggest the 
texts featured in this chapter represent a backlash rhetoric against neoliberal-globalization and 
corporate approaches to agriculture. Feminist rhetoricians (Sibielski 2010, Dow 1996, Butler 1993) 
are invested in identifying and unpacking the way backlash rhetorics operate. Backlash rhetoric 
appears amidst contested terrains such as feminism. Through misrepresentation of feminist 
principles and/or romanticizing traditional femininity, backlash rhetoric creates the illusion that 
feminism embodies the antithesis of traditional American values. Similarly in post-colonized nations, 
backlash rhetoric is rooted in what critical philosopher Narayan (1997) calls a sense of cultural 
anxiety. Rapid cultural, economic, and technological changes forced on a person from a post-
colonized nation by outsiders can cause a sense of anxiety about one‘s identity and place in the 
world. If the subject feels her identity or livelihood is under threat, she may issue a backlash rhetoric 
in protest that favors a return to a traditional lifestyle or the way-things-were.  
Nationalist movements in India, for example, pit traditional values against Western views of 
gender, religion, and politics; as such, national pride was predicated on a rejection of Western values 
(Narayan 1997).  For example, imperialists tended to perceive ―Western‖ culture as open to change 
while colonial societies were thought to be ―unchanging‖ and ―paralyzed by tradition.‖  The rhetoric 
of Indian Nationalist movements, then, confirmed British understandings of Indian identity. In 
India, she argues, Nationalist movements that adopted a rhetoric of traditionalism as the focal point 
of their anti-colonialist struggles became ensnarled in discursive battles for independence that 
blurred the difference between the colonizers and Nationalist political objectives. For example, 
―improving the status of Indian women‖ became a platform for both Indian Nationalists and British 
Imperialist arguments. Narayan argues that this dually reinforced the notion that Indian women are 
―someone to be spoken for.‖   
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Backlash rhetorics have been particularly active in undermining feminist movements across 
the globe. A similar phenomenon appears to be happening with the food sovereignty and anti-
globalization movement. Food sovereignty rhetoric does not pit neoliberalism against traditional 
values, but protectionism and the right to food. This forwards the idea that neoliberalism is 
threatening traditional lifestyles and rural community‘s sovereignty, when it may be tensions between 
these antithetical approaches, their uneven application, or focusing too narrowly on the market‘s role 
in exacerbating food problems. Within the following texts, subjects reject the tenants of neoliberal-
globalization and corporate approaches to agriculture, calling for a return to a life once sovereign 
from the hegemony of neoliberal-globalization.  In this way, food sovereignty texts offer a unique 
example of a cosmopolitan backlash rhetoric.  
For example, in his open letter to Diouf, Director General of the Food and Agriculture 
Organization (FAO), Fukuda, Prime Minister of Japan, President of the G8, Ashe, Permanent UN 
representative, Saragih (2008a) the International Coordinator for La Vía Campesina from Indonesia 
articulates the food crisis as a consequence of neoliberal-globalization:  
This current food crisis is the result of many years of deregulation of agricultural markets, 
the privatization of state regulatory bodies and the dumping of agricultural products on the 
markets of developing countries. According to the FAO, liberalized markets have attracted 
huge cash flows that seek to speculate on agricultural products on the ―futures‖ markets and 
other financial instruments. The corporate expansion of agro fuels and the initially 
enthusiastic support for agro fuels in countries such as the U.S., EU and Brazil have added 
to the expectation that land for food will become more and more scarce. On top of this in 
many southern countries hundreds of thousands of hectares are converted from agricultural 
uses in an uncontrolled way for so-called economic development zones, urbanization and 
infrastructure. The ongoing land grabbing by Transnational Companies (TNCs) and other 
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speculators will expel millions more peasants who will end up in the mega cities where they 
will be added to the ranks of the hungry and poor in the slums (p. 1).  
Proponents of food sovereignty describe the food crises as a problem rooted in decades of 
neoliberal-globalization forced upon developing countries undemocratically by national political 
leaders in collaboration with the International Monetary Fund (IMF), World Bank, and World Trade 
Organization. In their view, these organizations have enabled increased trade liberalization, 
deregulation and, therefore, powerful food oligopolies who can control prices and agricultural 
practices (Desmarais and Handy 2008; International Planning Committee for Food Sovereignty 
2008; La Vía Campesina 2008a, 2008b, 2008c, 2008d, 2008g, 2008i, 2008j, 2009a, 2009b, 2009c, 
2009d, 2010a; Platform for Collective Action Forum Terra Preta 2008; Rosset 2008; Saragih 2008a, 
2008b, 2009a, 2009b, 2010a; Stedile 2008; Vivas 2008). Food sovereignists undermine perspectives 
and institutions that favor a neoliberal approach to agriculture and development, creating the 
appearance that the market is uniformly liberalized. Their eventual solution to this problem will be 
to advocate for protectionism. In this way, anti-neoliberal-globalization struggles such as food 
sovereignty become offer a bi-polar perspective of food problems that miss other potential 
problems and offer little hope for feasible alternatives or middle ways. Their approach may 
exacerbate already shaky fault lines plaguing the food system. 
While articulation theory guides the critic to explore the discursive elements of subjects‘ 
articulations, a rhetorical cartography will map the discursive and non-discursive elements 
influencing La Vía Campesina‘s articulation of food crisis.  As is the case with chapter 4, one of the 
few facts we know about food riots is that they corresponded with increased food prices. Food 
sovereignists‘ answers to how and why food prices increased are similarly shaped by constitutive 
rhetorical practices such as arguments, demands, and modes of performance. In comparison to food 
security, an articulation that often occludes the non-discursive, La Vía Campesina‘s articulations 
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attempt to illuminate non-discursive elements such as investment practices, structural adjustment, 
and farming practices endorsed by development agencies and corporations that could be behind 
riots and price increases.  
Structural Adjustment and the Banks 
When proponents of food security diagnosed the problem of food crises, they did not 
mention the impact that the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank have had in 
shifting global agricultural development through structural adjustment programs. For decades 
economists and political elites such as former U.S. president Clinton have touted the promises of 
trade liberalization, which was expected to globally increase the status of women, improve working 
conditions, lift people out of poverty, and allow more people access to prosperity. La Vía Campesina 
emerged within decades of neoliberal informed trade and agriculture policies as a voice against this 
claim. When developing nations borrowed from the International Monetary Fund (IMF) or World 
Bank between the 1970s and 1990s they were required by loan conditions to lift protective measures 
such as import tariffs that assist small farmers. The World Trade Organization supports similar 
measures through trade agreements. These organizations‘ policies were supposed to support the 
poor, but La Vía Campesina is claiming the opposite. Backlash rhetoric appears amidst disputed 
terrains such as the food crisis. 
The Bretton Woods system is the center of La Vía Campesina‘s attempt to disarticulate 
neoliberalism, and the food as commodity perspective. Specifically, proponents of food sovereignty 
suggest that the banks operate undemocratically. For example, this author claims that ―governments 
still do not recognize that the present food crisis is the result of decades of structural adjustment 
that have systematically violated the right to food‖ (La Vía Campesina 2008f, p. 1). Similarly, the 
International Planning Committee for Food Sovereignty (2008) argues that the structural adjustment 
policies imposed by: ―The World Bank, the IMF, the WTO Agreement on Agriculture and the free 
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trade paradigm have undermined local and national economies, eroded the environment and 
damaged local food systems leading to today‘s food crisis‖ (p. 1). Purporting the food crisis as a 
consequence of structural adjustment is important to the disarticulation of neoliberal-globalization, 
because structural adjustment was widely perceived to be a factor in alleviating poverty and hunger. 
In these passages, however, blaming structural adjustment and free trade simplifies the potential 
sources of the food crisis while emphasizing a shared enemy, the system that enforced structural 
adjustment. This tactic may be symptomatic of a perceived or real threat to the loss of the author‘s 
beloved or traditional lifestyle, land, or approach to food and agriculture. To be fair, the banks are 
not the sole proprietors of food crises, but it is difficult to say who or what is responsible for food 
crisis in a world of seemingly ambiguous power relations. Rather over several decades they 
contributed to the deregulation of financial sectors across the globe, the privatization of once public 
food reserves, and have helped reduce barriers to the transfer of cheap food produced by 
transnational food corporations to struggling nations.  
Food sovereignists couple the non-discursive element Bretton Woods‘s system with the 
growth of agribusiness to support their claim that neoliberalism oppresses rural people, traditional 
agriculture systems, and the urban poor. Food sovereignists contend that the Bretton Woods system 
―has facilitated the development of corporate oligopolies and break-neck corporate concentration 
along the entire food chain; allowed predatory commodity speculation and financial market 
adventurism; and enabled international finance institutions and bilateral aid programmes [sic] to 
devastate sustainable food production and livelihood systems‖ (p.1). By coupling Bretton Woods 
with the growth of corporate food oligopolies, and commodity speculation, food sovereignists 
provide another example of how Bretton Woods oppresses small farmers, while adding strength to 
their resistance efforts. However this strategy could reify the illusion that there is one culprit behind 
the food crisis, and create a false association between Bretton Woods and commodity speculation, 
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which evolved separately. Academics such as Geographer Weiss (2006) and rural sociologist 
Heffernan (2000) have compiled evidence demonstrating the growth of agribusiness in the 1980s 
corresponded to deregulation in the U.S. in the 1970s and 80s, but this growth was also facilitated by 
federal governments. Because agribusinesses are able to vertically and horizontally integrate, they are 
able to keep the price of production low, which benefits some consumers, but the low price of food 
makes it difficult for small farmers to compete. La Vía Campesina‘s rhetorical attempt to couple 
Bretton Woods with the oppression of small farmers has considerable force thanks to academics 
and financiers such as Stiglitz (2001), who worked for the World Bank and attest that their policies 
do not always support the health of the economy or rural populations. However, there is no 
evidence that Bretton Woods encouraged the deregulation of futures markets. Sweeping claims 
appear to be characteristic of backlash rhetorics. 
La Vía Campesina disarticulates neoliberalism and Bretton Woods by blaming the institution 
for barren federal food reserves. In response to the food crisis, many had to take refuge in foreign 
food aid, which tends to reduce the need for local farmers and creates dependence on foreign food. 
The author of this opinion piece explains, ―Under neo-liberal policies, state managed food reserves 
have been considered too expensive and governments have been forced to reduce and privatize 
them under structural adjustment regimes‖ (La Vía Campesina 2008c, 1). For example, in 1998, 
Bulog, an Indonesian state company originally established to regulate buffer stocks, was privatized 
under an International Monetary Fund loan condition. The WTO further pressured Indonesia to 
reduce import duties—an important loss of income for the state—dismantle state trading enterprise, 
which the national government can use to protect farmers, because they go against the principle of 
free trade. This practice minimizes nations such as Indonesia‘s food reserves, and renders them 
susceptible to surplus dumping, exposing their farmers and consumers to price fluctuations. In this 
case, proponents of food sovereignty link the element structural adjustment with the oppression of 
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farmers and the urban poor because both seemingly work together to eliminate public food reserves 
and therefore the people‘s right to food. Although Bretton Woods was designed to help nations and 
people recover from crisis, food sovereignists suggest the institution in fact contributed to food 
crises by eliminating social safety nets. These social safety nets were only eliminated in nations that 
borrowed from Bretton Woods. The US and EU were able to maintain protectionist measures for 
farmers, which enables the dumping of food below market prices that makes it difficult for the 
farmers of liberalized economies to compete. By emphasizing neo-liberal policies, La Vía Campesina 
misses the contradictions between protectionist and liberal approaches to the market that exacerbate 
food problems. 
La Vía Campesina‘s effort to disarticulate Bretton Woods and structural adjustment 
represent a backlash against decades of unpredictable changes to farming and rural communities. 
Food sovereignists claim that structural adjustment contributes to the denigration of local agriculture 
systems by supporting the privatization of agriculture and food reserves. By creating a causal 
relationship between structural adjustment (change to life-as-we-know-it) and food crises 
(undesirable consequence) food sovereignists minimize the potential source of food crisis to the 
policies and whims of Bretton Woods. Faulty causalities may be another rhetorical strategy 
characteristic of backlash rhetoric, which aims to resist the source of uninvited and rapid change. By 
drawing attention to the problems a neoliberal approach to agriculture perpetuates, food 
sovereignists disarticulate Bretton Woods and the aid approach to agriculture, but they miss other 
potential problems such as the tension between protectionism and liberalism. This backlash rhetoric 
appears one of many warning signs of global discontent with neoliberal approaches to the economic 
and social. 
Trade Liberalization 
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Bretton Woods also influenced the globalization of trade liberalization through loan 
conditions, and specifically the World Trade Organization (Peet 2003). Within this cartography of 
resistance, trade liberalization emerges as a non-discursive element precipitating the collapse of local 
food economies. Through their declarations of food sovereignty, members of La Vía Campesina are 
attempting to expose trade liberalization and the market‘s Janus-faced policies, transforming this 
non-discursive element into a symbol of farmer oppression. Members of La Vía Campesina attempt 
to disarticulate the claim that trade liberalization benefits the farmers of developing nations by 
providing examples from Indonesia, the Philippines, and Mexico. In fact, La Vía Campesina (2008a) 
suggests the food crisis reveals ―agricultural trade ‗liberalization‘ leads to hunger and poverty‖ (p. 2). 
Liberalization is in quotes because the market is not really liberalized and subsidies provide 
American and European farmers and food transnationals with an economic advantage over small 
farmers. Trade liberalization both increased and reduced individual‘s capacity to accumulate wealth. 
This passage appears an example of backlash rhetoric meant to discredit claims that neoliberal-
globalization has benefited the economy. But food sovereignty rhetoric misses other important 
sources of hunger such as war, militarism, and discrimination (Jenkins, Scanlan, & Peterson 2007). 
 To substantiate their claim, La Vía Campesina provides a supporting example from 
Indonesia, a nation that has become dependent on the global market for food. In 1992, ―Indonesian 
farmers produced enough soya to supply the domestic market. Soya-based tofu and ‗tempeh‘ are an 
important part of the daily diet throughout the archipelago‖ (p. 2). During the late 1990s Asian 
financial crisis, Indonesia accepted a loan from the International Monetary Fund (IMF), which 
resulted in job loss and reverse economic growth (Macan-Markar 2008). As part of the loan 
condition, Indonesia liberalized trade and was flooded with cheap soy imports, which destroyed 
national production. La Vía Campesina (2008a) explains that today, ―60% of the soya consumed in 
Indonesia is imported. Record prices for U.S. soya last January led to a national crisis when the price 
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of ‗tempeh‘ and tofu (the ―meat of the poor‖) doubled in a few weeks‖ (p. 2). La Vía Campesina is 
re-articulating the consequences of the non-discursive element trade liberalization with the 
oppression of Indonesian soy farmers, transforming trade liberalization into a discursive element. 
Similar scenarios, they explain, beset the corn farmers and consumers of Mexico during the 2007 
―tortilla crisis‖ when the price of U.S. tortillas jumped 60 percent, and when the price of foreign rice 
increased in the Philippines (La Vía Campesina 2008a). In this case, Indonesia, Mexico, and the 
Philippines provide critical fodder in support of their argument against trade liberalization. 
Considering the rhetorical might of proponents of trade liberalization, multiple examples of 
oppression may be more credible than a singular case. La Vía Campesina is planting seeds against 
institutions and economic paradigms that would constitute food as a commodity or marshal the 
rhetoric of neoliberalism, while providing support for a rearticulation of food as a human right.  
Food sovereignists attempt to disarticulate the myth that markets have an inherent logic, 
which allows them to self-regulate and distribute wealth evenly. Desmarais (2008), professor of 
social justice, and Handy, professor of History contend that ―markets know nothing about morality, 
justice, or the basic right of people to adequate and nutritious food. Markets determine only that 
goods are sold for the highest bidder; now people are outbid by the demands of agro-fuels, by 
commodity speculators, and by cattle. If we went by price alone, it would seem that agriculture has 
nothing to do with producing food for people‖ (p. 1). The authors attempt to disarticulate the 
market‘s supposed Divine qualities by combining the element ―market‖ with human qualities such as 
greed. Here the authors suggest the real market logic is to favor the interests of the wealthy over the 
needs of people. But this formulation also represents a backlash text, narrowly characterizing 
complex market processes to favor the movement‘s objectives.  
To disarticulate neoliberalism and reconstitute food as a human right, proponents of food 
sovereignty demonstrate that the globalization of food markets and the commodification of food 
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have and will continue to be detrimental to the whole of society. Nicholson (2008b), a former dairy 
farmer and member of the Basque Farmers Union and La Vía Campesina contends that ―global 
markets will not feed the world… They are generating hunger at a time when there is no crisis of 
production‖ (p. 1). Here Nicholson reiterates the rhetorical strategy neoliberals use to support 
laissez-faire, and assigns the market with the same Divine capacities such as generating or abolishing 
hunger. In relation to the 2008 food crisis, backlash rhetoric exposes the duplicitous nature of the 
market. Claiming there is no crisis of production sets the stage for Nicholson to suggest small 
farmers can fill holes in the global food economy with the support of national governance.  
Just in the beginning stages of this rhetorical geography of food sovereignty, the reader may 
begin to notice that food system is no longer an adequate term. Two systems are competing against 
one another within the same market: A global industrial and a local food system. La Vía Campesina‘s 
texts provide examples of backlash rhetoric meant to oppose the diminishment of rural communities 
by a global system of free trade that enables industrial produced commodities to take the place of 
locally produced food. While articulation theory describes trade liberalization and the market as 
discursive elements, I have highlighted how trade liberalization and the market have impacted small 
farmers materially by either eliminating or reducing their capacity to earn a livelihood growing food 
on a small-scale. Small farmers reassign these material processes a new meaning. They provide 
examples of trade liberalization decimating local production, while combining the elements trade 
liberalization and market with the oppression of small farmers. LaClau and Mouffe (2001) would say 
the farmers are attempting to disarticulate trade liberalization. In an attempt to differentiate the swirl 
of mesmerizing food articulations, rhetorical geography is grounded in material differences. While 
some of the world prospered from decades of neoliberal-globalization, members of La Vía 
Campesina were left behind. 
Agribusiness, Agro-fuels, and Land-Grabbing 
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Food sovereignty texts reveal the way backlash rhetoric undermines the discourse of 
neoliberal-globalization and corporate approaches to food production, but their strategies may 
undermine their own goals. Whereas proponents of food security suggest agribusiness should be the 
main ingredient of a secure food future, proponents of food sovereignty demand the future of food 
be placed in their hands. They suggest agribusiness reinforces environmentally unsustainable and 
inhumane practices such as intensive contract farming of livestock, which crams thousands of cows, 
chickens, and pigs in their own feces as they gain weight at an unhealthy rate to meet consumption 
demands. But members of La Vía Campesina did not capitalize on this repulsion factor, a strategy 
the organization People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA) has successfully exploited 
with American audiences for years.  
Instead, food sovereignists criminalize food transnationals by highlighting the profits they 
made in the midst of crisis. At the FAO meeting in Rome, 10 members of La Vía Campesina 
(2008e) carried posters contrasting the record profits of agribusiness corporations during the last 
financial quarter of 2008 with the estimated 1 billion people who are hungry because they cannot 
afford to eat. For example, in the midst of the 2008 food crisis, ―Profits for Monsanto, the world‘s 
largest seed company, were up 108 per cent, while Cargill and Archer Daniel Midlands, the world‘s 
largest food traders, registered profit increases of 86 and 42 per cent respectively. Profits for Mosaic, 
one of the world‘s largest fertilizer companies, rose 1,134 per cent‖ (p. 1). Food sovereignists are 
attempting to draw unfavorable attention to food corporations in hopes delegates at the meeting will 
discuss food transnational‘s role in the 2008 crisis. While billions starved, a few agricultural 
corporations were making more money than ever. Food sovereignists discredit the tenet of 
neoliberalism that suggests deregulation facilitates a level playing field for international producers. 
But they do not mention one of the important ways food transnationals benefit from a semi-
liberalized market. Food transnationals profit from the kind of protectionist measures for which 
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food sovereignists advocate because subsidies keep the price of food below the cost of production. 
By targeting neoliberal-globalization and food transnationals without examining the role that 
subsidies play in substantiating an uneven playing field for farmers, food sovereignists may 
undermine their own goals  
Another way food transnationals are able to keep food prices low for consumers is through 
contract farming. As such, contract farming for food corporations has become prevalent in the 
developing world because the buyer and contract can be initiated and facilitated through the aid 
process. Food transnationals, especially food processing corporations, can keep food prices low by 
contracting farmers in developing countries before the planting season begins. The farmer sells his 
crop to a buyer before the market determines a price. In a latter passage La Vía Campesina will 
blame contract farming for the loss of small farmer‘s sovereignty. Mapping the relationship between 
articulations of food sovereignty and contract farming reveals the complex relationship between the 
discursive and non-discursive in articulations of food sovereignty and food security.  
Aid and development agencies support contract farming but the problems small farmers 
encounter with this system do not always surface in policy conversations such as food security. 
According to Glover (2004), who studied contract farming in East and Southern African countries, 
the corporation works with the host-country and either an international lending or aid agency such 
as the World Bank or the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID). In some situations 
the development or aid agency provides the grower with credit for the purchase of fertilizer, seed, 
and other technologies or inputs. Then at harvest time the private company pays the grower the 
contract price and repays the grower‘s loan. Contract farming happens in one of two ways. The aid 
or lending institution is involved in overseeing the production of tropical storable commodities such 
as sugar, rubber, or cooking oil, or the donor agency is less involved and the private corporation 
contracts a smaller scale farmer to produce fruit and vegetables such as asparagus, melons, and 
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strawberries. Contract farming is intensive, meaning the farmer specializes in one crop that grows 
from a seed that has been genetically modified or bred in a specific way over time for a specific set 
of growing conditions—called a monoculture. Intensive agriculture requires the seeds are planted 
uniformly and close together to enable a target growth, easier irrigation and harvest. While Glover 
suggests this situation can be good for the farmer because it provides her with access to a market 
she otherwise would not enter, which in most cases increased the farmers‘ income, the contract 
model can cause problems if production takes away from farming for the family‘s subsistence.  
Another way La Vía Campesina attempts to disarticulate the hegemony of corporate 
approaches to agriculture such as food security is by highlighting the consequences of the contract 
model approach to agriculture. For example, the author of ―An answer to the global food crisis: 
Peasants and small Farmers can feed the world!!‖ suggest contract farming can create a ―situation in 
which farmers cannot produce food for their families as they have to produce cash crops as 
monocultures such as sugar cane, palm oil, coffee, tea and cacao. This means that even if the farmer 
receives a minor increase for his cash crop, she has to buy much more expensive food on the 
market. Therefore increasing food prices also cause more poverty in their families‖ (p. 4). In this 
case La Vía Campesina attempts to articulate contract farming for agribusinesses with lower incomes 
and suppression of the farmer‘s right to food. A cartographic perspective renders the link between 
loss of sovereignty and agribusiness more visible to the reader. Proponents of food security, for 
instance, demonstrate limited awareness of this problem. If contract farmers‘ crops fail, they will 
need to seek food aid, and the cycle continues. This text is another example of a backlash rhetoric in 
that it presents a limited vision of the consequences of contract farming. While this passage serves 
food sovereignists larger purpose to propagate the ills of corporate approaches to agriculture, this 
passage presents the appearance that all contract farming ends in dismal failure for the farmer.   
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To be fair, La Vía Campesina is composed of people who have first-hand experience of 
corporate agriculture‘s sinister side. Members of La Vía Campesina provide testimony of the losses 
they encounter when corporations begin farming in their neighborhoods. The following testimonies 
provide crucial fodder against neoliberal perspectives that would place corporate approaches at the 
center of their agricultural policy. In the aftermath of the 2008 food crisis, nation-states and 
corporations upped their interest in securing farmland abroad. This phenomenon has come to be 
called land-grabbing. During the 2010 FAO meeting, La Vía Campesina (2010b) interviewed several 
global farmers to share stories of how corporate contract farming and land-grabbing has affected 
them. Conceiçaõ Muora, who participated in the World March of Women, explains that in Brazil  
Monocultures arrived to our region and were presented as huge development opportunity 
but instead i[t] goes against the development of the region. . . The women who produced 
before for their subsistence and local markets using their traditional knowledge, were 
expelled from the lands reducing their social value in the community, increasing their 
vulnerability to social discrimination and violence . . .Women work 16hrs a day during 
harvest. Often these negative consequences are not visible in the media. These monoculture 
industries threaten our food sovereignty. We don‘t need this kind of development; we want a 
genuine agrarian reform and assure access to land and to the territories. We want to decide 
what to plant and how to plant.  
Personal testimonies are particularly persuasive because they shed light on otherwise invisible 
processes. In this case, Muora articulated monocultures with the suppression of traditional 
knowledge, eviction, and the oppression of women. Monocultures were developed and propagated 
between the 1940s and 1970s to help farmers like Muora feed their communities (Fowler 1994; 
Kloppenberg 2004; Thurow & Kilman. 2009). In developing countries, however, monocultures have 
become associated with the negative aspects of agribusiness and industrial farming because they 
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often eliminate biodiversity, and detract from the farmers‘ capacity to be food sovereign. In their 
attempt to grow as much contract food as possible and earn a livable wage, some farmers stop 
growing food for their own families and begin buying it elsewhere. Moreover, monocultures are the 
grandchildren of genetic resources pilfered from Southern regions and are now being sold back to 
struggling farmers at high prices. The farmers who helped develop these resilient seeds may not have 
been compensated for their efforts.  
Members of La Vía Campesina tend to mistrust agribusiness because of genetic modification 
(GM). If a company genetically modifies a seed, they own the property rights to that seed. Sanchez, 
a member of Vía Campesina from the Spanish farmers‘ organization COAG clarifies the argument 
against GM:  
There is a broad global consensus among farmers and consumers that the GM technologies 
allow the companies to take control over seeds and deny farmers the possibility of saving 
their own seeds. Farmers lose the right to produce GM free food while consumers lose the 
right to eat GM free food. It is a clear example of how the privatization of natural resources 
goes against the common interest. European consumers who are wisely rejecting these 
technologies‖ (La Vía Campesina 2009d, p. 1). 
Proponents of food security suggest GM is the future of food security. However, for food 
sovereignists GM food and seed are symbolic of the fall of traditional approaches to agriculture and 
consumers‘ right to raise and eat appropriate and beloved foods, making this an example of a 
backlash rhetoric. GM is articulated as a means of tilting the food system in favor of those who 
possess the right to make seeds private property. Food sovereignists such as Fowler (1994) will 
suggest seeds are the common heritage of mankind. Furthermore, the way members of La Vía 
Campesina argue against GM may have significance for those involved in water rights, another 
resource under threat of privatization. 
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To disarticulate neoliberal approaches to agriculture, food sovereignists highlight the 
consequences of corporate farming on rural communities. For the millions of farmers who did not 
enter into contract farming or lost their farms when their home nation opened their borders to 
cheaper food, there was no place else to go but the city or to a nation like the U.S. that needs 
migrant workers during harvest season. Saragih (2010) reminds the audience: ―Let‘s not forget that 
the corporate offensive against sustainable agriculture and rural communities, along with climate 
change has also created a crisis of migration. Millions of people can no longer survive in their own 
land and are forced to migrate‖ (p. 1). Corporate approaches to agriculture put peasants out of jobs, 
which causes them to migrate, which has consequences for the migrant worker and citizens. Being 
forced out of one‘s home due to corporate seizure of land would cause the kind of cultural anxiety 
that instigates a rigorous backlash rhetoric. 
Considering some of global civil society‘s most important contributions have been educating 
the interested public about unfavorable corporate or state practices, disarticulating a neoliberal 
approach to agriculture that rely on agriculture to alleviate hunger may be one of La Vía 
Campesina‘s more successful exercises in rhetorical agency. But this backlash rhetoric perpetuates a 
limited perspective of the consequences of neoliberalism. Neoliberalism may have been behind 
increases of wealth in India and Southeast Asia, and it may be the conflict between protectionist 
measures that favor corporate agriculture and neoliberalism as it pushes to free markets that 
exacerbate problems for small farmers. Whereas articulation theory guides the critic to begin and 
end their analysis with the play of discursive elements clustering around articulations of food 
sovereignty, I have attempted to make the material practices entwined within these articulations 
more visible to the reader to demonstrate small farmers‘ limited options within the industrial food 
economy and aid communities, which proponents of food security are apt to support. Small farmers‘ 
battle is not entirely symbolic. Rather than issue a backlash rhetoric to articulate neoliberalism with 
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the fall of specific values, farmers attempt to demonstrate how neoliberalism is threatening a way of 
being and farming in the world. Articulation theory would miss this difference. Peasant options are 
fight for a traditional way of life, attempt to contract with a corporation through an aid or 
development agency and risk their capacity to feed their own families, or wait until an industrial 
farmer moves in next door and eliminates surrounding biodiversity, water, or land they once farmed. 
Should the farmers lose their land, they may be forced to migrate to nations hostile to mobile 
workers.  
Financial Speculation 
In addition to re-articulating trade liberalization and disarticulating agribusiness, La Vía 
Campesina suggests that commodity futures and financial speculation directly contributed to the 
food crisis. Proponents of commodity futures and financial speculation would suggest these 
processes facilitate the growth of the economy by actually insuring against major losses. The 
argument against futures is one of the movement‘s more unique and challenging claims. The 
difficulty is not in the burden of proof, but enacting the kind of changes they want to see. La Vía 
Campesina‘s main strategy is to illuminate the potential link between rises in food prices, the burst 
housing bubble, and food futures. Mainly, proponents of food sovereignty have requested the 
United Nations investigate commodity futures contractors and financial speculators for violating the 
right to food (International Planning Committee for Food Sovereignty 2008). Food traders, brokers, 
and financial speculators fall into the ambiguous realm I described earlier, and for some their 
expertise and role in global finance is shrouded in mystery. The difficulty in La Vía Campesina‘s 
claim is inspiring federal governments to regulate this aspect of the market. People have the right to 
invest in the market, and financial speculators have the right to invest this money as they see fit. 
Food sovereignists compare the effects of the food futures markets to the burst housing 
bubble to disarticulate the notion that futures create stability; however, this may be the kind of 
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misrepresentation that is characteristic of backlash rhetoric. In particular, they claim that financial 
speculation and investing in food futures can make a bad market even worse for the poor, eventually 
preventing them from exercising their right to food. This disarticulation illuminates the dangers of 
commodity futures in an already volatile market. Food activist, Rosset (2008) explains food 
sovereignists‘ concerns about financial speculation and investing in food futures:  
Among the short term causes of the crisis, by far the most important has been the relatively 
sudden entry of speculative financial capital into food markets. Hedge index and risk funds 
have invested heavily in the futures markets for commodities like grains and other food 
products. With the collapse of the home mortgage market in the USA, their already 
desperate search for new avenues of investment led them to discover these markets for 
futures contracts . . . These funds have already injected an additional 70 billion dollars of 
extra investment into commodities, inflating a price bubble that has pushed the cost of basic 
foodstuffs beyond the reach of the poor in country after country. And when the bubble 
inevitably bursts, it will wipe out millions of food producers throughout the world (p. 1). 
With commodity futures an interested investor enters into a contract with a seller (Levy 2006). The 
commodity future, however, is not a contract related to an actual commodity but differences—
mainly the difference between the contract and market price. While some argue that financial 
speculation and futures help to stabilize the market, speculation also has the potential to make a bad 
market even worse for the economically disadvantaged, and this is the point that Rosset attempts to 
make. He compares the consequences of investing in food futures to investing in the American 
housing industry, which created a bubble between 2000 and 2006 for investors that eventually burst, 
leaving devastation in its path. By illuminating how the timing of the food crisis corresponds with 
the burst housing bubble, Rosset capitalizes on accelerating scrutiny of the futures market—a 
market that is notoriously difficult to legislate. Because Rosset makes it appear that futures and 
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hedge funds are a new phenomenon, which is not true, this passage likely represents a backlash 
against the prominence of the futures market in food investment circles. 
In peering behind Rosset‘s (2008) claim and comparing it to the other side of a social 
struggle, a rhetorical geographer can demonstrate how the rhetoric of food security and 
neoliberalism miss potentially important elements and structures contributing to contemporary food 
problems. NPR correspondents Glass and Blumberg (2008) explain that between 2000 and 2006 a 
global pool of money meant for investment in futures and such doubled from $35 to 70 trillion. This 
is mainly because over the last 30 years nations such as Brazil, India, and China started making 
commodities wealthy nations wanted to purchase, enabling many new people to begin to save 
money. Whereas this money used to be invested relatively safely in municipal bonds, the U.S. 
housing market, which had been growing at a steady pace for decades, seemed like a good place to 
invest. Wall Street financiers created special housing industry bonds thinking it was one of the safest 
places to earn a return. Wall Street would buy up mortgages, pool them together, and then have a 
constant stream of mortgage payments arriving each month. For years this system worked, until 
there were no longer enough mortgages to satiate the investors‘ appetite for returns, so banks made 
it easier for Americans to get a mortgage by reducing loan approval conditions and interest rates. 
The risk of giving a loan to someone with few assets was then passed from the mortgage company 
to Wall Street to investors and soon no one knew who was accountable for the bonds. When 
mortgage interest rates went up, borrowers started defaulting on their loans and investors began 
pulling out of the market. However, Glass and Blumberg do not emphasize the decades of 
deregulation of the U.S. financial sector, which shifted the financial risk of investing in houses from 
the bank to the investor and the home-owner (Sloan 2007). 
La Vía Campesina attempts to materialize an enigmatic financial practice by articulating 
financial speculation with food price increases and riots; however, resistance against financial 
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processes is complicated by ambiguous relations of economic power. Food sovereignists resent that 
food and their livelihoods have become interesting to financial speculators. After the housing bubble 
burst, some investors moved money from the global pool into commodity futures, which increased 
the price of food. The author (La Vía Campesina 2008c) of ―An Answer to the Global Food Crisis: 
Peasants and Small Farmers can Feed the World!‖ explains that ―speculation is one of the main 
causes of the current food crisis. Production remains high, but speculators are betting on expected 
scarcity and artificially increasing prices‖ (p. 2). Realizing the world bets against the success of 
farmers‘ crop yield to make a profit could be disturbing, but the impact of this statement is 
attenuated by the fact that this is how the market operates. Criticisms launched against pieces of an 
entire economic system sometimes limit potential solutions, and likely represent the kind of 
frustration with changes to the system that characterize backlash rhetoric. Perhaps the banks are at 
fault because they lobbied for deregulation of finance, or maybe we should blame the politicians that 
were supposed to be voting on citizen‘s behalf? Within the context of neoliberal-globalization, 
resistance is complicated by seemingly ubiquitous and ambiguously defined power relations and their 
reinforcing communicative processes (Brown 2002).  
To further materialize what may seem hyper-discursive or ambiguous, adding non-discursive 
elements such as particular cases and actors help La Via Campesina materialize the discourse of 
neoliberalism. For example, ―TNCs have been manipulating the markets. Traders have kept stocks 
away from the market in order to stimulate price increases and generate huge profits afterwards. In 
Indonesia, in the midst of the soya price hike in January 2008, the company PT Cargill Indonesia 
was still keeping 13,000 tons of soybeans in its warehouse in Surabaya, waiting for prices to reach 
record highs‖ (La Vía Campesina 2008c, 3). By naming a specific company, La Vía Campesina 
increases the chances that global civil society can join them in launching a mode of resistance that 
can capitalize on masses of subjects already concerned about food corporations. This is how non-
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governmental organizations (NGO) pressured the U.S. government to ban tuna not deemed dolphin 
safe in the 1990s (Doh 2003). Similarly, the movie Inside Job (2010), which documents the collapse of 
the housing bubble, has helped many viewers better understand the actors involved in the recent and 
continuing economic depression. 
The financial problems that led to food riots are difficult to understand and some of La Vía‘s 
statements on food speculation reveal their struggles: ―Under the principle of ‗free trade,‘ food is 
now considered a commodity like any other, subject to profiteering and financial speculation. The 
current price hikes are mainly due to speculation by major traders and investors because food 
production is now competing with agro fuels, which worsen the crisis, as does climate change‖ (La 
Vía Campesina 2008d, p. 1). There is nothing inherently wrong with this statement; however, the 
connection between free trade, food as commodity, and financial speculation is tenuous and 
somewhat spurious here. The author may be making the case that financial speculation should be 
considered a barrier to trade, but there is no way of knowing for certain. This quote illustrates the 
difficulty in participating within specialized financial conversations, and the false causalities that 
backlash rhetorics can promote.  
Members of La Vía Campesina articulate an ambiguous financial practice with food price 
increases. They support this claim by suggesting investors moved financial interest from the burst 
housing bubble to food futures and that a neoliberal food market enables this type of speculation; 
however, some members had more difficulty making this link than others, which reinforces my 
claim that the ambiguity of the discourse of neoliberalism complicates resistant efforts. This 
ambiguity allows backlash rhetorics to run wild with their claims and premises. Financial speculation 
is part of a capitalist system, and speculation practices have become higher risks for people with 
money to invest because of the discourse of neoliberalism. While proponents of food sovereignty 
have requested the United Nations investigate commodity futures contractors and financial 
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speculators for violating the right to food, their efforts are exacerbated by seemingly ambiguous 
actors and power relations. In other words, it may be difficult to find an individual or institutional 
scapegoat for price increases as at work are a whole system reinforced by capitalism and the 
discourse of neoliberalism. In cutting through rampant and conflicting articulations of food crisis, 
highlighting the non-discursive element Wall Street and their accompanying financial practices and 
political influence demonstrates how the discourse of neoliberalism influences the perception that 
the world‘s poor are a larger threat to national security than Wall Street.  
In comparison to proponents of food security, food sovereignists approach to the 
articulation of food problems is similarly instrumental, yet comprehensive—especially considering 
proponents of food security couched their interests in odes to morality and security. Morality and 
security papered over non-discursive elements such as the Bretton Woods system, financial 
practices, and the environmental and economic conditions small farmers encounter. However in 
comparison to proponents of food security, La Vía Campesina faces formidable obstacles to 
propagating their voice. A rhetorical geography aims to render both their rhetorical and material 
challenges visible, while exploring the relationship between the two. The discourse of neoliberal-
globalization has not only become commonsense to influential world leaders, but has penetrated 
spaces formerly considered public such as academia and therefore the agricultural sciences and 
economics. Neoliberalism is a discourse reinforced by traditional Democratic and Republican 
political parties in the United States. Because the assumptions of neoliberalism are commonsense to 
members of both political parties, American food sovereignists issue a radical backlash rhetoric to 
diminish the discourse of neoliberalism.  
Backlash rhetoric appears in the midst of contested terrains, competing with hegemonic 
discourses such as neoliberalism. Although this backlash rhetoric is the consequence of real and 
perceived threats to small farmer‘s identities and very life, some of these passages may make a bigger 
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monster out of neoliberalism than is deserved. Together the elements Bretton Woods, trade 
liberalization, agribusiness, and financial speculation create a more complex picture of the food crisis 
than food security, but backlash texts tend to perpetuate bi-polar perspectives of contested 
discourses and problems. The text featured in chapters 4 and 5 present the impression that 
neoliberalism is either very good or very bad for the world‘s economy, poor, and hungry. For 
example, the conflict between neoliberal and protectionist approaches to agriculture may be a part of 
the problem or national governments could be at fault for appropriating policies that would destroy 
farmer‘s lifestyles. Like food security, food sovereignty perspectives of the food crises are biased and 
limited. 
To be fair, neoliberalism is espoused by the very financial institutions that were designed to 
alleviate farmers‘ economic problems and it is appropriate for farmers to draw attention to these 
discrepancies. Furthermore, financial speculation and food futures, integral components of capital 
exchange, encourage the idea that food is a commodity despite evidence that food operates different 
from other commodities. Because food is subject to natural processes, making food more efficient 
by route of biotechnology and patents is causing problems on multiple levels: Human and animal 
health, the environment, and economics. All of these elements combined support the objectives of 
transnational corporations, and make resistance difficult. As such, La Vía Campesina targets every 
actor and institution they can pinpoint within their perceptions of the problem—Bretton Woods, 
structural adjustment, agribusiness, trade liberalization, and financial speculators. Considering some 
successful informational campaigns against neoliberalism have targeted specific actors, it behooves 
La Vía Campesina to make neoliberalism as tangible to the audience as possible.  
Food sovereignists attempt to re-articulate neoliberalism with the global oppression of small 
farmers, indigenous peoples, and the urban poor, providing concrete examples of neoliberalism‘s 
Janus-faced policies, which reinforce capital accumulation for some and dissipation for others. 
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Moreover, food sovereignists attempt to associate neoliberalism and its accompanying practices with 
the fall of farmer sovereignty. These arguments and rearticulations set the stage for a dynamic list of 
performances, demands, and solutions to food problems. A rhetorical geography guides the critic to 
expose the material practices informing La Vía Campesina‘s articulations of the food crisis problem 
in order to illuminate the relationship between the material and symbolic within social controversies 
such as the battle to define food between food security and food sovereignty. While the material 
elements of neoliberalism tended to lay dormant in food security articulations, the materiality of 
neoliberalism is an important aspect of articulations of food sovereignty.  
Articulating a Rights Approach to Food Crisis 
The historic periods of crises are also periods of change. For better or worse, there will be changes! Crises create openings 
and rearrange the positioning of classes in society 
-- João Pedro Stedile (2009) 
In chapter 4 I marshaled rhetorical geography to isolate the discursive and non-discursive 
elements that constitute articulations of food security. Proponents of food security proposed 
strategic philanthropy, partnerships, and new agricultural development programs to combat food 
crisis, which influences the perception that comprehensive problems such as food price increases 
and riots can be resolved through humanitarian aid or partnering farmers with private corporations. 
If nothing else, La Vía Campesina‘s resistance efforts demonstrate the possibility that food problems 
are much more dynamic than the rhetoric of food security suggests, at worst they could perpetuate a 
bi-polar perspective of food problems—either neoliberalism dies or we die—when neoliberalism 
may only be a part of the larger problem. Proponents of food security reveal very little 
understanding of the problems facing small farmers, migrants, and malnourished populations as they 
struggle to survive within a liberalized economic and agriculture system. La Vía Campesina emerged 
within this controversy as a voice providing concrete solutions to hunger. 
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Underrepresented and marginalized groups have had success influencing cultural perceptions 
using the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) and the Conference process, which 
helps enforce these rights by holding national governments accountable for rights violations (Merry 
2006). The U.N.‘s international laws such as the right to food are not enforced by the kind of 
judicial system Americans have come to recognize, but through a combination of the Conference 
process, research, and influencing national policies. Subsequently, food sovereignists have had 
greater success targeting the UN than the G8, through articulation both resistance efforts attempt to 
shift cultural assumptions of food and the market. Right now, food sovereignists are demanding 
reform of UN food agencies and have motivated the UN to investigate agribusiness and global 
finances‘ role in violating food rioters‘ right to food. The following explores the kind of articulations 
that may have influenced change. 
Food sovereignists have launched significant criticisms against the UN‘s Food and 
Agriculture Organization (FAO). By demanding the UN appropriate principles of food sovereignty, 
La Vía Campesina increases their chances of influencing the domestic policies of nations with 
struggling local food economies. Food sovereignists‘ efforts to hold the UN accountable to its own 
organizational goals, is a marginal victory in rhetorically reconstituting food as a human right, and 
materializing the plight of the hungry and small farmers within a neoliberal agriculture system. I say 
‗marginal‘ because the UN system of international law is laden with problems, and I do not intend to 
engage the associated debates. Rather, because food sovereignty is largely a vernacular movement 
(Hauser 2008) in that it stands apart from official articulations of the food crisis and draws from the 
experiences of the oppressed, I consider how food sovereignists are using the right to food to 
inform cultural perceptions of food and material changes and practices within the FAO and across 
the globe. 
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The human right to food is recognized under Article 25 of the Universal Declaration on 
Human Rights (UDHR) and articles 2 and 11 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social 
and Cultural Rights (ICESCR). The UDHR states that ―Everyone has the right to a standard of 
living adequate for the health and well-being of himself and of his family, including food, clothing, 
housing and medical care and necessary social services. . .‖ (UN 2011). And article 11 of the 
ICESCR ―recognizes the right of everyone to an adequate standard of living for himself and his 
family, including adequate food, clothing and housing, and to the continuous improvement of living 
conditions‖ and ―the fundamental right of everyone to be free from hunger‖ (OHCHR 2011). The 
right to food obligates the state to protect, respect, and fulfill the right to food (UN FAO 2005). 
Moreover, food sovereignty ―relies on the democratization of decision-making processes that affect 
the rural and smallholder-farming worlds‖ (La Vía Campesina 2009c, p. 1). While La Vía Campesina 
has struggled to inject their voices within G8 and the World Trade Organization, the United Nations 
provides a space for their voices to be broadcast across the globe.  
Proponents of food sovereignty declare that a ―resolution of the crisis situation implies 
putting an end to the current agricultural model and food system, which puts the interests of the 
large transnational corporations ahead of the food needs of millions of people‖ (Vivas 2008, p. 1). 
Members of La Vía Campesina suggest this will entail addressing ―the structural causes; the neo-
liberal policies that have been systematically applied in the last 30 years, promoted by the WB, the 
IMF and the World Trade Organization (WTO), with the U.S. and the European Union in front‖ in 
the most vibrant, compassionate, and creative way possible (Vivas 2008, p. 1). However, this places 
them in the position of aiming resistance at an elusive target. Their overall strategy has been to make 
practical suggestions for shifts in policy, which is an effective route to take with the United Nations 
because they assist nations with policy development, but may not be the best means of grabbing the 
G8‘s attention. 
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In their policy statement, ―An Answer to the Global Food Crisis: Peasants and Small 
Farmers can Feed the World‖ La Vía Campesina (2008c) describes several changes national 
governments can make to improve the human right to food. They believe nations should prioritize 
their budget to support the poorest consumers, so they have access to food and domestic small 
family and peasant produced food. This will enable the people to be less dependent on world 
markets. La Vía Campesina acknowledges that the world needs more intensive food production, but 
they argue for more intensive use of domestic labor forces and sustainable use of resources, rather 
than intensive industrial farming. Specifically, La Vía Campesina advocates for more diverse 
production systems that are not exclusively focused on cash crops to ensure consumers have access 
to a balanced diet. To enable small farmers to recover the cost of production, La Vía Campesina 
suggests nations should have internal market prices and an intervention system that controls import 
taxes and quotas to protect small farmers against dumping or low-priced imports that undermine 
domestic production. Moreover, La Vía Campesina wants to see buffer stocks that can be managed 
by the state. In times of surplus, saved cereals can build up a reserve and be released in case of 
shortages. In short, Vía Campesina is demanding the national right to protect agriculture in a way 
that best suits their people (La Vía Campesina 2008a, 2008b, 2008c; Saragih 2008a, 2008b). 
Furthermore, La Vía Campesina demands the state encourage consumers to buy directly from 
producers, enforce land reform policies that protect long term tenants from being evicted by 
agribusiness, ensure public access to water, seeds, and appropriate farming technologies, as well as a 
moratorium on agro-fuel production.  
As the coordinator of La Vía Campesina explains, members demand the G8 critically analyze 
the global effects of their agriculture policies and ―take initiatives to stop the ongoing volatility of 
the international markets and shift their financial support away from industrial agriculture towards 
sustainable family farmer-based food production. . . The influence of transnational corporations and 
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financial speculative interests has to be controlled as much as possible and kept away from the 
international food market. Food is too important to be left to business alone‖ (Saragih 2008a, 3). 
One of La Vía Campesina‘s most common arguments against neoliberalism is that food is too 
important to be left under the auspices of corporations and a deregulated market—this is in direct 
and radical contrast to the 30 years of the neoliberal approach to agriculture. Their answer to food 
problems is to shift the agricultural market in the opposite direction by increasing protectionist 
measures and multilateral support for the right to food. La Vía Campesina‘s resistance efforts 
illustrate a backlash rhetoric against neoliberal-globalization and corporate approaches to agriculture, 
and the way backlash rhetoric‘s can shift cultural perceptions and influence policy. 
Protectionism and Shifting Agriculture Back in the Hands of Small Farmers 
After the 1970s, the U.S. food industry and finance followed a similar path of deregulation, 
which impacted agriculture and financial practices in both predictable and unanticipated ways. One 
predictable outcome has been to escalate agribusiness and Wall Street‘s power to influence policy 
(Harvey 2005, Stiglitz 2001, Weiss 2007). Let‘s assume food crisis were an unanticipated 
consequence. In chapter 4 marshalling rhetorical geography revealed proponents of food security 
emphasizing the sunny side of corporate humanitarianism as a solution to food crisis. Food 
sovereignists, however, want to re-regulate the food economy. Emphasizing the non-discursive—
economic and agriculture institutions, economic and agriculture practices and processes—food 
sovereignists attempt to shift global agriculture policies and reconstitute food as a human right.  
La Vía Campesina highlights the stigma attached to protective policies in order to shift 
cultural perceptions of neoliberalism and reconstitute food as a human right. In his opinion paper 
called ―Protecting Lives is Not a Dirty Word‖ Saragih (2008b) says, ―As hunger riots erupt across 
the globe, world leaders such as Pascal Lamy, WTO Director-General, Dominique Strauss-Kahn, 
head of the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon are 
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warning against the dangers of protectionism. According to Mr. Ban, ‗More trade, not less, will get 
us out of the hole we‘re in.‘ Over the past decade . . . Protecting food has become a crime under free 
trade rules. Protectionism has become a dirty word‖ (1). Whereas neoliberals tend to want 
protection from the law, which is perceived to inhibit sovereignty and the economy, food 
sovereignists are demanding protection from neoliberalism. Saragih acknowledges that under the 
free trade regime, protectionism has become tainted with negative connotations. He is attempting to 
make the case that protectionism can prevent further crisis. However, evidence that protectionist 
measures will be better for small farmers is as spotty as evidence that deregulation will benefit 
smallholder farmers, meaning as long as there are two forces influencing the market—liberalism and 
protectionism—we may never know which is better. Viewed under a different light, neoliberal-
globalization began as a backlash rhetoric in response to Keynesian and protectionist approaches to 
the economy. A radical shift to protectionism could produce another radical shift to liberalism. In an 
attempt to explore the potentiality of a particular arrangement of discursive and non-discursive 
elements within an articulation, some protectionist measures such as subsidy programs in the United 
States have caused an expensive dependency between farmers and the government, and developing 
nations and industrial food.  
One of La Vía Campesina‘s strategies is to outline the exact protectionist measures nation-
states could appropriate to improve circumstances for small farmers. History reveals intermittent 
fluxes of both liberal and protectionist approaches to the market (Peet 2003; Polanyi 2001; Weiler 
1984) and La Vía Campesina could be timing their resistance at the beginning of a swing towards 
protectionism as nations attempt to recover from the recent economic crisis. The policies La Vía 
Campesina (2008a) recommends for governments include promoting and protecting local 
production of food and preventing any form of dumping. This would include establishing supply 
management mechanisms such as buffer stocks and guaranteed floor prices, decreasing food 
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imports, and providing land for small-scale food production in communities that struggle with food 
security. Countries ―need to set up intervention mechanisms aimed at stabilizing market prices. In 
order to achieve this, import controls with taxes and quotas are needed to avoid low-priced imports 
which undermine domestic production‖ (Saragih 2008a, 2). Saragih articulates intervention 
mechanisms with the protection of domestic food production. He is demanding the state protect 
farmers from agribusiness, Bretton Woods, and the unregulated forces of the market. National 
governments and Bretton Woods, specifically the International Monetary Fund (IMF), are charged 
with the activity of monitoring market practices that could lead to dangers such as economic 
depression, but in actuality they may exacerbate them (Stiglitz 2001). La Vía Campesina demands a 
reverse of stipulations attached to the discourse of neoliberalism, a common aspect of backlash 
rhetoric. In this case, food sovereignists have the recent economic recession working on their behalf. 
If the future of global economics does not improve, national governments may need to provide 
financial support for the poorest consumers so that they may eat and survive. Planting the seeds of 
protectionism now, could prove fruitful later.  
In direct contrast to neoliberal policies, Saragih, the leader of La Vía Campesina, articulates 
protectionist measures such as taxes and quotas as a means of both communicating and enforcing 
the right to food. More than just a demand La Vía Campesina believes ―Protecting national 
production is the right of any country to protect its own people from hunger and to allow its own 
farmers to live in dignity. Trade is, of course, a very useful tool when it allows women, men and 
children‘s needs to be fulfilled. But it has to be reined in when the logic of profit starts devastating 
people‘s very survival‖ (Saragih 2008b). The World Trade Organization enforces market 
deregulation through its membership policies, which advance the discourse of neoliberalism. Saragih 
articulates protectionism with the right of any national government to promote the well-being and 
dignity of the people they serve, and free trade with the denigration of individual‘s capacity to 
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survive. Trade is helpful until it begins to infringe on the human right to fulfill one‘s needs and live a 
dignified life. The problem with this articulation, however, is that proponents of neoliberalism and 
deregulation examine the same food crisis and arrive at antithetical conclusions. Proponents of food 
security advocate for the exact opposite solution. As such, the potential to collaborate in interest of 
preventing food crisis is obstructed by contradicting epistemological positions.  
To disarticulate neoliberal-globalization, La Vía Campesina demands that the fate of food is 
placed in the hands of small farmers and local communities.  Saragih (2008c) was a featured speaker 
at the closing ceremonies of the FAO in Rome. He reminds the audience that in 2002 he ate the 
paper his speech was written on to protest the policies that were the outcome of the FAO meeting. 
He ate the paper as a symbol of the starving people who would be left only with symbols instead of 
concrete solutions to hunger. And this day he said, ―Our solution to solve the food crisis is to put 
the control of food into the hands of small farmers. As you are all aware, small farmers are those 
who produce the food, but they have also become net consumers of food. We cannot put the 
control of food into the hands of agribusiness corporations. We have to let farmers feed their own 
families and their own local communities. This is what food sovereignty means. This is what we 
demand. Food is a necessity for life.‖ (p. 1). For Saragih, life and the right to food necessitate placing 
more control over the food system in the hands of small farmers and peasants. After decades of 
struggles against an industrial-neoliberal approach to agriculture, La Vía Campesina advocates for an 
antithetical approach to the contemporary food system—a return to traditional ways. This most 
certainly represents a backlash rhetoric in that returning to a completely community oriented food 
system may not be possible or even desirable for the world‘s hungry, but it represents the opposite 
of contemporary approaches to agriculture.   
La Vía Campesina articulates small-scale farmers with larger discourses of health and 
environmentalism. To protect the livelihoods of people and the environment, ―food has to remain 
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in the hands of small-scale sustainable farmers and cannot be left under the control of large 
agribusiness companies or supermarket chains. GMOs and industrial agriculture will not provide 
healthy food and will further deteriorate the environment‖ (La Vía Campesina 2008a, 3). The right 
to food is coupled with nourishment and sustainability both of which have acquired rhetorical cache 
within the context of obesity, diabetes, and climate change. In general food sovereignists tend to 
emphasize the rights of small farmers over health and the environment, which may be evidence that 
their rhetorical attempts to shift the food system represent a backlash and could limit the effect of 
their resistance efforts on desired audiences. 
However, protectionism is not La Vía Campesina‘s only demand. At the 2010 world social 
forum in Detroit, a meeting designed to provide a democratic space for the emergence of 
alternatives to neoliberalism, proponents of food sovereignty articulated a comprehensive resistant 
strategy for U.S. citizens (World Social Forum Michigan 2010). In order to create momentum for 
the food sovereignty movement in the U.S., food sovereignists suggested increasing small family 
farm harvests and reclaiming urban, rural, and public spaces for community food production. Food 
sovereignists have American‘s already burgeoning interest in the origins of food and supporting local 
agriculture systems on their side (Costa 2010, Lyson 2004, Smith 2010).  
One of the more powerful resistant strategies members of La Vía Campesina have 
performed are community dinners and providing free locally produced and cooked meals leading up 
to food sovereignty rallies (La Vía Campesina 2009e). Food sovereignists recommend hosting 
collective meals that bring people from different generations and ethnicities together to serve as a 
platform for conversations about land-grabbing and food and environmental justice. For subjects 
who find comfort in the meals their mothers, fathers, and loved-ones cooked, home-cooking and 
conversation are irresistible modes of resistant performance. 
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Food sovereignists recommend the U.S. join the EU and Africa in rejecting GMOs. 
However, Americans must first demand the right to know when genetically modified organisms 
constitute their food. Among the many alternatives that surfaced in opposition to the neoliberal 
informed agriculture system, food sovereignists directed the audience to contemplate ways to 
strategically dismantle food transnationals, and challenge U.S. political, aid, and development policies 
that undermine global food sovereignty. One way to do this, the authors suggest, may be working 
towards a people‘s Farm Bill based on the principles of food sovereignty (La Vía Campesina 2009e). 
Food sovereignists leave it to the people of the United States to debate how the Bill may be re-
articulated in support of a more democratic food system where voices of big and small, intensive 
and extensive, organic and industrial farmers are aired.  
Other solutions entail hosting seed exchanges, engaging communities in education on 
nutrition, creating more community farmers markets, helping everyone understand where their food 
comes from, and highlighting struggles between farmers and farm workers in the U.S. and 
throughout the world (La Vía Campesina 2010a). Seed exchanges undermine corporate agriculture 
by putting seed sovereignty back in the hands of community farmers. Through exchanges farmers 
can almost eliminate the need to buy from agribusiness. The public university can also provide a 
platform for engaging communities in education and dialogue about nutrition, food, and struggles 
between farmers and farm workers. In 2004, the World Food Program commissioned Auburn 
University to launch a student led campaign against hunger. Additionally, students can take classes 
on local and international food related problems. Inspired by this campaign, the University of 
Oregon and Colorado have and are holding student led food justice weeks, which engage students 
and communities in dialogue pertaining to the systemic reasons behind hunger.  
Food sovereignists demonstrate that food crisis concerns much more than food and finance, 
but peoples‘ very lives and ways of being. After highlighting how neoliberalism and the institutions 
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that enforce neoliberalism such as Bretton Woods and agribusiness contributed to the problem, 
food sovereignists demand protectionist measures against the ravages of a neoliberal food market. 
Demanding protectionism could precipitate several effects, and a rhetorical geographer cannot claim 
to know the outcome of this potentiality. The rhetorical push towards protectionism may not be 
viable or appropriate solution, and represents a backlash against neoliberal-globalization. La Vía 
Campesina aims to articulate protectionism with farmer sovereignty and food as a human right, 
simultaneously attempting to dispel myths that agribusiness and laissez-faire will feed more people.  
Global Governance and the FAO 
Food sovereignists demand national governments and multilateral aid and development 
institutions reinvest in small-scale and peasant agriculture. In the midst of food crisis, proponents of 
food sovereignty and La Vía Campesina have launched a campaign to shift views of food from 
commodity to a human right. While this campaign has been successful with the United Nations 
which is responsive to a rhetoric of accountability, resisting the G8 may require more vigilant and 
covert strategies. In this section, I marshal rhetorical geography to demonstrate how food 
sovereignists used the instability of a 2005 external evaluation of the Food and Agriculture 
Organization (FAO) to shift policy changes in the direction of food sovereignty. One of their main 
strategies has been to hold the FAO accountable for hunger goals that they have failed to meet. 
Whereas articulation theory or social controversy may stop with examining discursive elements that 
arise from articulations, a cartographic perspective highlights the material practices that have 
accompanied their rhetorical efforts. As far as cause and effect are concerned, holding the UN 
accountable was one of their more immediately effective strategies. 
In 2005 the FAO underwent external evaluation and the initial stages of reform in order to 
meet the Millennium Development Goals and the needs of consumer concerns about ―food safety, 
the threats posed by trans-boundary pests and diseases of plants and animals, forest loss and 
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degradation, overfishing, and natural and human-induces disasters‖ (FAO 2006, p. iii). The 
organization also wanted to refocus efforts on climate change, erosion of biodiversity, urbanization, 
and changing eating patterns. Their aim was to decentralize the organization‘s distribution and 
administrative centers, support sustainable agriculture and rural development, and bolster 
collaboration with other food related institutions. This included, for instance, monitoring and 
treating millions of acres of pest infested farmland in North Africa, and agricultural assistance to 
Caribbean nations affected by hurricane (Fletcher 2005). Despite these changes, La Vía Campesina is 
concerned the FAO has been in the process of weakening and decline for decades (La Vía 
Campesina 2008d, 2008j).  
The FAO fulfills a crucial role in global food and agriculture, and while the organization is 
under scrutiny from non-governmental organizations (NGO) and the people it serves, often they 
help governments to set up national and regional policies that are more appropriate to local needs 
than reforms proposed by Bretton Woods (Van Der Steer 2008). However, in comparison to the 
FAO, which can make policy recommendations or pressure governments to reform policies, Bretton 
Woods has considerable power to force change through loan conditions. At the 1996 FAO World 
Food Summit, members of the UN pledged to halve world hunger by 2015. However, groups 
engaged in or concerned with the FAO process such as La Vía Campesina have been especially 
critical of this failure, because the percentage of the world‘s population struggling with hunger 
increased.  
The 2008 food riots renewed interest in the FAO 2005 external evaluation and reform 
process. Ban Ki-Moon, the Secretary-General of the United Nations, quickly compiled a task force 
on hunger to address fears that food riots would threaten national security (FAO 2008; La Vía 
Campesina 2008j). Members of La Vía Campesina feared the task force would lead to a restructuring 
of the organization that would make it less democratic and favor the whims and preferences of the 
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U.S. and E.U. Members from Canada, Australia, Japan, the United Kingdom, and the U.S. all 
recommended postponing the reform measures suggested by the external evaluation and instead use 
them to provide a platform for decision making (FAO 2007). Furthermore, these nations wanted to 
change the rules of decision-making by reducing their contributions to the Regular Program, where 
the use of funds are determined by the vote of all member states, and increasing contributions to a 
Trust Fund, which would allow member nations to specify financial activities (La Vía Campesina 
2008j; Nicholson 2008). As such the FAO would function similarly to the World Bank, which has 
been subject to the political fancies of the United States (Peet 2003).  
Food sovereignty rhetoric reveals their preference for systems of global governance to 
temper the currents of neoliberal-globalization. In the midst of food riots and struggles for control 
of the FAO, La Vía Campesina contends that ―The current financial crisis, just like the ‗food crisis,‘ 
shows without a doubt that it is necessary to have global governance spaces where measures to 
respond to the disasters that result from the impact of a quarter century of structural adjustment 
policies and liberalization of markets—including agricultural markets—can be elaborated and 
imposed‖ (La Vía Campesina 2008j, p. 1). La Vía Campesina articulates global governance as a 
necessity within the context of financial and food crisis. The implication is that the UN system 
provides a superior platform for negotiating responses spurred by neoliberal policies than national 
governments or financial institutions. But the author‘s observation also holds the UN accountable 
for providing this space. 
To influence cultural perceptions of the importance of food, food sovereignists call for a 
restructuring of multilateral food and agriculture organizations that has the power to investigate 
violators of the right to food. Food sovereignists demand a UN Commission on Food Production, 
Consumption and Trade with a significant representation of small-scale farmers and marginalized 
consumers, and a restructuring of the multilateral organizations that are involved in food and 
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agriculture production like the World Food Program (WFP) and the Food and Agriculture 
Organization (FAO). In short, the IPC demands the UN shift their perspective of food towards 
food sovereignty, which would include supporting the right to food over all other international 
policies as well as the right of nations to decide their own level of food self-sufficiency and 
sustainability. Moreover, the IPC insists that the UN Human Rights Council investigate the 
contribution of agribusiness, grain traders, and commodity speculators to the international food 
crisis: ―The oligopolies and speculators, who operate throughout the food chain, must be 
investigated and suspected criminal behavior must be brought to justice‖ (p.2). The UN cannot 
enforce international rules or laws, but can influence national policy and cultural perceptions of food 
through their research, law-making, and the conference process (Merry 2006). By promulgating the 
results of their research into violation of the right to food, the UN Human rights council can draw 
attention to links between food crisis and financial practices, while La Vía Campesina helps to 
constitute food as a right through their rhetorical practices and performances. Here the symbolic, 
rhetorical efforts to constitute food as a right, and the material, demanding an investigation of the 
food oligopolies and financial processes for criminal behavior, work together to shift perceptions of 
food from commodity to right. 
Food sovereignists make specific policy suggestions to the UN, to bolster support for 
peasants across the globe. More specifically the International Planning Committee (IPC) for Food 
Sovereignty (2008) recommends the UN support the right to food by respecting and protecting the 
right to adequate food; increasing their budget for support of peasant based agriculture; providing 
landless groups with agrarian policy reform that protects their right to land and resources; 
eradicating legal and political barriers to saving seeds; providing loans for farmers; strengthening 
research of peasant agricultural production; including peasants in strategies to manage food 
emergencies; and guaranteeing ―marginalized consumers access to domestic food and—if not 
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available—to food brought in from adjacent surplus regions‖ (p.4). Although the IPC understands 
the low feasibility of some of these measures—especially eradicating barriers to seed saving—their 
rhetorical strategy is to articulate the concept of food sovereignty with as many levels of policy as 
possible. UN reform is crucial in places such as Cambodia where the middle class was completely 
eradicated at the hands of a brutal dictator and therefore a portion of the population consists of 
subsistence level farmers that need guaranteed access to land and water before this land is urbanized. 
Once these subsistence farmers are guaranteed land, they may need small loans for seeds and 
fertilizer. Without state or micro-credit loans for the poorest farmers, a space is created for rogue 
lenders to emerge who may use the farmers land as collateral (The Dying Fields 2007). If the farmer 
cannot repay the loan, they lose their land and livelihood. Perhaps most significantly, the IPC is 
inviting the UN to acknowledge the wealth of peasant knowledge about agriculture in their research 
process. 
In 2009 the UN projected higher ratios of hungry people because of the financial and food 
crisis. In response, the United Nations held a World Food Summit on Food Security to discuss next 
best steps with global leaders (UNGLS 2009). Not only would the financial crisis drive down export 
demand and direct foreign investment, impacting the urban poor, but migrants were returning from 
global urban and agricultural centers to their homeland in rural areas, putting stress on already scarce 
food supplies. La Vía Campesina (2009f) perceived the 2009 World Food Summit as a failure 
because the G8 did not participate, and participants did not include the voices of peasants in 
decision making. However, they supported the goals of the FAO Committee on World Food 
Security (CFS), which was formed in response to the 1970s food crisis, because ―Contrary to the 
mechanisms set up outside the UN system, it at least respects the basic rule of democracy, the 
principle of ―one country one vote‖ and gives a new space to Civil Society‖ (p.1). In a world where 
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peasants are systematically excluded from democratic decision-making, the CFS provides a crucial 
space for their voices to be heard. 
One outcome of the 2009 World Food Summit made the FAO Committee on World Food 
Security (CFS), ―the foremost inclusive international and intergovernmental platform dealing with 
food security and nutrition‖ (FAO 2009). This was a victory for La Vía Campesina because the CFS 
would be inclusive of ―civil society and non-governmental organizations, particularly organizations 
representing smallholder family farmers, fisher folk, herders, landless, urban poor, agricultural and 
food workers, women, youth, consumers and indigenous people‖ (International Planning 
Committee for Food Sovereignty 2008, p. 1). However, at the time the G8 countries were still 
pushing for a Trust Fund, this time under the auspices of the World Bank. A proposal from the 
―World Bank suggests that the use of these funds be decided by a donor committee composed of 
the donor countries, the coordinator of the High Level Task Force and the managing director of the 
World Bank. In practice this means that two bureaucrats along with the donor countries will decide 
where the money goes. This is a scandalous lack of transparency and democracy‖ (La Vía Campesina 
(2009f, p. 1). 
As a result of continued pressure from civil society groups like La Vía Campesina, in 
February of 2010 the Advisory committee of the UN Human Rights Council drafted a preliminary 
study of discrimination pertaining to the right to food, ―This study concludes that peasant families 
are among the main victims of right to food violations and discrimination and that there is an urgent 
need to enhance their protection under international human rights law‖ (La Vía Campesina 2010c). 
Saragih from La Vía Campesina and Serikat Petani Indonesia (SPI), a farmers group, attended the 
conference when the UN Human Rights Council presented their results of their preliminary 
research. Saragih said, ―This initiative by peasants worldwide is a huge leap in the struggle against 
injustice, and we want to congratulate the work of the Advisory Committee. We also hope that the 
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UN Human Rights Council in their current session this March will be deciding in favor of this 
initiative‖ (p.1) Food sovereignty and a peasants‘ perspective were considered viable alternatives to 
increased land speculation, privatization of seeds and genetic resources, and the agribusiness mode 
of production.  
Conclusions 
 Global social controversies present formidable challenges for the rhetorical critic. The whirl 
of discursive practices that arrive to constitute the ―truth‖ about the root of the problem can mask 
important material and rhetorical elements. Voices of the poor and marginalized are often 
systematically excluded from democratic decision-making and conversations designed to influence 
food policies. Mapping the discursive and material components of a social controversy begins with 
questions: What are the facts? How are rhetorical practices functioning here? How do the facts and 
rhetorical practices relate? How difficult is it to detangle the two? What is overemphasized? What 
disappears?  
 As such, this rhetorical geography of articulations of the food crisis has highlighted three 
relationships between discursive and non-discursive elements. When the material is not prominent, a 
cartographic perspective highlights how the discursive and non-discursive could be functioning 
within an active articulation. This relationship was most prominent in chapter 4, because proponents 
of food security are limited by their own perceptions of food and agriculture and exclude important 
material elements such as the influence of conflicting financial practices and processes, and the 
institutions that allow contradictions. Proponents of food security‘s rhetorical practices revealed 
neoliberal perceptions of the food economy and food. Because the discourse of neoliberalism is 
commonsense for some parties and under suspicions with others, resistance efforts attempt to 
materialize otherwise oppressed, marginalized, or ambiguous voices and processes. In this case, 
resistance manifested as a backlash rhetoric aimed at disarticulating neoliberal-globalization and 
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corporate approaches to food and a rhetoric holding the UN accountable.  A cartographic 
perspective illuminates and fleshes-out rhetorical practices and apparent material conditions. Food 
sovereignists re-articulate neoliberalism, structural adjustment, financial practices and processes, and 
agribusiness with the oppression of small farmers and the urban poor. They used examples from 
struggling domestic food economies, demonstrating trade liberalization and the market‘s Janus-faced 
policies, which create wealth for some and decimation for others.  
 La Vía Campesina‘s efforts to support the claim that financial speculation contributed to 
food price increases were complicated by the degree of economic and financial expertise one needs 
to communicate how global finance affects food prices. To talk about food, one must literally be 
versed in finance. Financial processes and practices, while comprising an element of the material 
realm, are difficult to understand and therefore seemingly both powerful and ambiguous. Mapping 
the intersection of elements within articulations dominating food sovereignists‘ rhetoric illuminates 
how they target specific financial practices and processes. The discourse of neoliberalism, 
particularly emphasis on deregulating financial sectors, undergirds both the burst of the housing 
bubble and the rise in food prices. Before the 1970s, explains Stiglitz (2001), a former financial 
advisor to the Clinton administration and Vice President of the World Bank, banks were 
accountable for the people who could not repay loans. Now that the U.S. financial sector is 
deregulated, accountability for financial practices has shifted to the person borrowing from the bank 
or the person with money to invest in the market. Proponents of food sovereignty demonstrated 
some difficulty linking financial speculation to neoliberalism and food crisis, and this particular 
manifestation of backlash rhetoric may perpetuate false causalities between financial practices and 
crises. 
 Whereas structural adjustment and the Bretton Woods system were completely de-
materialized in articulations of food security, food sovereignists place the World Bank, the 
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International Monetary Fund, and structural adjustment at the forefront of efforts to disarticulate 
neoliberalism. Their efforts to disarticulate these institutions are enhanced by a cadre of experts and 
anti-globalization activists who have been targeting Bretton Woods since the late 1990s. Food 
sovereignists articulate structural adjustment with the denigration of local food systems, diminished 
domestic food reserves for crisis, and the rise of powerful food oligopolies that distort food prices. 
However, backlash rhetorics can create illusions of a common enemy. Bretton Woods has made 
significant mistakes with their lending practices and certainly pose significant problems for 
borrowing nations, but is not the only culprit behind food crises. 
 La Vía Campesina articulates agribusiness with the oppression of farmers, land-grabbing, and 
loss of biodiversity. Whereas agribusiness and international aid were cornerstones of food security 
solutions to food crisis, food sovereignists want to eliminate agribusiness from the food system. In 
particular, food sovereignists target contract farming. Because contract farming did not enter debates 
about food security rhetoric, this rhetorical geography attempted to materialize potential 
consequences of aid and corporate supported agricultural development. Farmers who have lost their 
rights to the neoliberal food economy described how agribusiness denigrates cultural agriculture 
practices, biodiversity, and women‘s role in agriculture and the community. Men and women who 
lose their land to agribusiness or can no longer compete in local markets because of low food prices 
supported by agribusiness are forced to migrate, putting themselves and their families at risk. 
Backlash rhetorics tend to pit traditional values and ways of being against their modern counterparts, 
and food sovereignists suggest agribusiness is threatening traditional approaches to agriculture. 
 The type of relationships between the discursive and non-discursive that I analyzed in 
relation to articulations of the food problem were more challenging to examine within the context of 
articulated solutions. This is because solutions situate within the realm of possibility rather than 
actuality, so there were fewer concrete elements from which to launch my analysis of rhetorical 
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practices. When the material is as prominent as food sovereignists‘ articulations of solutions to the 
food crisis, a cartographic perspective reveals the way different relationships between the discursive 
and non-discursive could further impact the problem.  
Protectionism emerged as a prominent articulation of food sovereignty. However, 
proponents of the discourse of neoliberalism see protectionism as a direct affront to individual 
liberty and food ―sovereignty‖ may not distract citizens and world leaders from this point of 
contention. Limited by my own perceptions of food and agriculture, I have attempted to highlight, 
especially in chapter 2, how economic preferences swing from liberal to Keynesian and protectionist. 
The possibility exists for citizens and migrant activists such as members of La Vía Campesina to 
shift public opinion towards protectionism by supporting cultural perceptions of food as a right, but 
no one is certain of the consequences of shifting policies. Holding community dinners that bring 
people of different economic and cultural backgrounds together to discuss food justice, using public 
University‘s connections to the surrounding community to help raise awareness of food injustices, 
and similar resistant strategies promoted by food sovereignists may be an effective means of tipping 
the scales in favor of local agriculture. The United States is already in the midst of a burgeoning 
revival of civic agriculture, and with the help of venues such as the World Social Forum, food 
sovereignists are slowly integrating their perceptions into vernacular conceptions of food. 
Food sovereignists have had success mobilizing the UN system and the language of rights to 
glean political support for food sovereignty objectives. Food sovereignists and the UN may have 
had a hand in influencing the World Bank and nations such as Mali and Bolivia to appropriate food 
sovereignty policies. Moreover, the UN investigation into corporate and Wall Street‘s role in 
obstruction of the right to food has the potential to advance and propagate food sovereignists 
attempts to re-constitute food as a human right. With the concerns of small farmers working their 
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way up to elites, leaders, and policy makers, La Vía Campesina has to watch for cooptation and 
misappropriation of food sovereignty and the concerns of smallholder farmers. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 6 
Assessing Rhetorical Fault Lines within Two Conflicting Food Systems 
 
I began this dissertation with the intention of discovering the rhetorical practices shaping 
and influencing the course of our food system. I focused my analysis on the way the discourse of 
neoliberalism influenced a social struggle between proponents of food security and food sovereignty, 
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a controversy largely over definitions and policies to best address fluctuating food prices and the 
resulting riots. I asked: How has the discourse of neoliberalism shaped the rhetorical practices 
associated with this social struggle? What discursive and non-discursive elements define articulations 
of food security and food sovereignty? How might food security and food sovereignty impact global 
agricultural policies and practices? My research question was: How is the discourse of neoliberalism 
functioning within articulations of food security and food sovereignty? In what way? and for what 
end?  
I have argued that the discourse of neoliberalism, when espoused through rhetorical practice 
during food security conversations, influences counterfactual perceptions of the market, food, and 
agriculture. The neoliberal promise is that the free market and increased production will correct food 
inequalities facing the global poor and smallholder farmers. In reality the market has never been free 
and state supported programs and policies such as the Farm Bill protect farmers and agricultural 
corporations from the unstable forces of the market. Resistance efforts such as La Vía Campesina 
struggle to illuminate the less promising consequences of neoliberal-globalization to diverse 
audiences, issuing reactive backlash rhetorics to draw attention to their plight. The audiences with 
the capacity and desire to support their needs, such as proponents of food security, tend to exclude 
and ignore their concerns.  
Whereas proponents of food security suggest food riots are a moral problem that impacts 
international security, driven by low productivity, population growth, and exacerbated by climate 
change, critical scholars of the food economy and food sovereignists suggest neoliberalism, 
subsidies, patents, and industrialized farming is the source of food riots and other food problems. 
Rather than suggest this is a neo-conservative conspiracy against the poor, which often happens 
within critical literature, I suggest Burke‘s notion of a trained incapacity and backlash rhetoric 
describes the disconnect between small farmers and proponents of food security description of the 
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problem and solutions. As such, I argue that the root of the problem is related to two very different 
conceptions of the market, agriculture, and food. The food security conception perpetuates a myth 
about the market and treats agriculture and food like any other commodity. Food sovereignists have 
a relationship to the natural world and that does not fit with hegemonic assumptions and promises 
of capitalism. They speak from a sense of anxiety rooted in real threats to their livelihood, which 
likely impacts what they say and how they say it. The rhetorical problem is proponents have 
opposing understandings of neoliberalism/capitalism, nature/agriculture, and food, and these 
differences are perpetuating more problems. Before delving into an answer to the remainder of the 
questions I pose, it is important to review the orientation to criticism that led me to these 
conclusions. 
Rhetorical Geography: A Review 
A cartographic orientation begins with a terrain of confrontation, which can be defined by 
the presence of one or more antagonisms. An antagonism emerges from a critical mass of subjects 
linking a problem or circumstance to the same hegemonic discourse. As such, a rhetorical 
geographer identifies one Foucauldian discourse to influence her choice of rhetorical text, and traces 
the way this discourse is articulated through rhetorical practice. As I explained in chapter 2, I am 
using geography as a metaphor for my approach to criticism and to argue against LaClau and 
Mouffe‘s (2001) conception of elements within which the discursive and non-discursive conflate. I 
see similarities between linking discourse to text, to the elements composing the text, and how the 
linking of these elements can mask, illuminate, or influence action as comparable to the construction 
of a road map, for instance, when what is emphasized or obscured can influence whether or not you 
arrive at your destination. Like a cartographer, a rhetorical geographer makes decisions about the 
central features and boundaries of the map; in this case, she must study and understand aspects of a 
particular discourse, and select texts that engage the discourse. In order to produce a detailed map, 
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the cartographer carefully studies the features of the topography. Rhetorical geographies like maps 
are perspectival and influenced by the critic‘s perceptions, a point I return to towards the end of this 
chapter. I have been mindful of my responsibility to the larger academic community and have 
attempted to present my case studies fairly, attenuating my frustrations and political preferences as 
much as possible.     
  Food security rhetoric reinforces a situation where barriers to accumulation are toppled 
under the guise of humanitarianism and aid for development. While geography and space play a 
supporting role in my analysis, critical geographers Harvey (2010), Weiss (2007), and their insights 
functioned more as a means of overcoming my own trained incapacities. Capitalism is almost 
imperceptible in the way it penetrates and homogenizes the experience of everyday life. The cost of 
food and other commodities often include decimation of natural areas, labor exploitation, and 
forced migration. Harvey reminds the critic that capital is always seeking a point of least resistance, 
and I have argued that farmland and open space represent two of these points.  
 I have thickened LaClau and Mouffe‘s (2001) notion of elements to allow the rhetorical critic 
to examine economic and political forces and plays of discourse without reinforcing tendencies to 
dematerialize rhetorical analysis or proclaiming allegiance to Marxism. Here I am addressing, Cloud‘s 
(1994) concerns that constitutive and aesthetic perspectives of rhetoric attenuate political and 
economic power by calling them a discourse and redirecting attention to textuality. A constitutive 
perspective of social controversy, in its effort to chart the co-construction of rhetorical fictions, can 
undermine resistance efforts issued by the marginalized and oppressed by treating their attempt to 
illuminate material differences as symbolic. Although a rhetorical geography is not traditionally post-
structural or Marxist, focusing on the relationship between the discursive and non-discursive has 
allowed me to bring pieces of both orientations to criticism together. I was able to do this in part by 
pulling together articulation theory and Harvey‘s (2010) Marxist geography, which emphasizes how 
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capitalism shapes space. As I analyzed elements I was actively seeking hidden historical and spatial 
differences. The most obvious difference between proponents of food security and food sovereignty 
is space, and differences between the developed and developing worlds. Proponents of food security 
and their perceptions of agriculture are informed by the discourse of technology, capitalism, 
efficiency, industrialism, and neoliberalism, which has shaped hegemonic agriculture practices such 
as planting monoculture varieties with accompanying fertilizers and pesticides. Monocultural 
production standardizes growth, so the food can be harvested by machine. By contrast, food 
sovereignists grew up in rural areas, accustomed to feeding their community sometimes in harmony 
with nature and the wild, and have watched as their way of life diminishes as the world rapidly 
changes. 
A rhetorical geography is problem and solutions oriented, which is unconventional 
considering the historical trajectory of rhetorical criticism that I reviewed in chapter 2. My choice of 
text has been relatively conventional in the sense that I have selected various forms of public 
address—Senate hearings, lists of demands, speeches and dialogues at conferences, and modes of 
resistance—and I gave these texts a close reading specifically seeking reoccurring or occluded 
elements. In 1980 Leff proposed a social scientific approach to rhetorical criticism, which could then 
―thicken‖ concepts such as power and resistance. Jasinski (2001) contends that this social scientific 
approach to criticism and the process of abduction, a back and forth movement between text and a 
traditional rhetorical concept, have influenced contemporary rhetorical criticism and the rhetorical 
critic‘s relationship to theory and text. By contrast, rhetorical geography guides the critic to both 
clarify and flesh out participants‘ characterization of the problem, and the notion of social struggle is 
thickened in tandem with this focus.  
Being problem oriented serves a pertinent function for the critic. Global social struggles can 
become chaotic, and the more subjects who contribute insights, the more muddled and confused the 
Rhetorical Geography 208 
 
controversy becomes. Sometimes the only element opposing sides share in common is the impetus 
to define and solve a problem. Focusing on problems and solutions provides continuity of analysis 
for the rhetorical geographer and audience. The way subjects formulate a problem and solutions is 
revealing of their assumptions, values, and preferences. Moreover, the way someone defines a 
problem influences the possibilities and limits potentials for solutions.  
Weighing rhetorical geography‘s emphasis against other rhetorical perspectives of social 
controversy can further clarify this orientation and contribute insights to literature pertaining to 
social controversy. A terrain of confrontation could provide an alternate backdrop for the study of 
social struggles. Within rhetorical studies the most popular theoretical lenses for viewing social 
struggles are the public sphere, the rhetoric of social movements, or articulation theory. All of which 
tend to draw conclusions about social controversy from the context of singularly American 
struggles, although this is changing. A rhetorical geography is an alternative to these perspectives. A 
terrain of confrontation is designated by the presence of active antagonisms or alternatives to 
hegemonic constructions, which are not to be confused with debate or dialogue. Traditionally, the 
public sphere is distinguished negatively as freedom from economic interests or the state 
(Sinekopova 2006). The discourse of neoliberalism penetrated most elements of food security and 
sovereignty articulations, and therefore I did not label the context of the antagonism a public sphere. 
But a terrain of confrontation is bounded in comparison to post-modern conceptions of social 
controversy that emphasize infinite plays of discourse. The critic selects the discourse and 
antagonism she will investigate before the mapping process.  
Suited to international struggles, a rhetorical geographer recognizes that in a globalized 
neoliberal world, even local struggles are intimately but not always visibly connected to the 
international. Within national contexts, antagonisms emerge from within similar structures, but this 
does not make communication between opposing parties any easier. When social struggles happen 
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on a global-scale, different structures will inform inflections of the same discourse, rendering 
plausible the potential for more misunderstandings and miscommunications. The way structures 
inform a discourse in different ways was most visible in consideration of food security and food 
sovereignty articulations and the element Bretton Woods. The United States has never had to 
borrow from the IMF or World Bank, so Americans have less understanding of the way structural 
adjustment privileges the concerns of finance over the people‘s will. For a while neoliberalism made 
more people more money than ever before, but after the burst of the dot com and housing bubbles, 
subjects are emerging in opposition to neoliberal policies. LaClau and Mouffe (2001) and Habermas 
(Sinekopova 2006) tend to conceptualize social controversy within national contexts, the latter has 
been accused of positing an ethnocentric theoretical orientation. A rhetorical geographer avoids this 
criticism by assuming struggles will be international in scope.  
A rhetorical geography does not idealize any form of communication. I focused my analysis 
on written and oral articulations, and some modes of performance that do not fit neatly into the 
category oral or written. This decision was informed by articulation theory‘s emphasis on elements 
and the nature of the antagonism, which tended to be predominantly oral and written. Proponents 
of food security and food sovereignty, however, are not engaged in debate or dialogue, and the 
potential for the two parties to sit at the same table or reach consensus may be slim. Rather, than 
impose the possibility of consensus on the telos of analysis, rhetorical geography aims for invention 
and discovery. This is in hopes that the resulting cartographies can assist parties in the midst of 
struggle to differentiate rhetorical fictions, and discover their own and the opponent‘s points of least 
resistance. Furthermore, a rhetorical geography can serve as a starting point for thinking about how 
an articulation of a problem influences the potential for solutions, and I could imagine the elements 
composing the analysis of a rhetorical geography serving as conversation points for dialogue, 
educational or creative purposes. For example, framing the food price increases as an issue of 
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national security limits potential solutions, and emphasizes the role the military may play in 
solutions. La Vía Campesina labels the same problem as systemic. In a neoliberal economy the state 
does not have to protect farmers from food oligopolies. The solution necessitates changes to the 
system. But, by no means am I setting an agenda for the future of rhetorical criticism here.  
Nor does a rhetorical geography idealize a specific outcome. My project shares several 
important similarities with McKerrow‘s (1989, 1991) critical rhetoric. I have described an orientation 
to rhetoric, not a method, but I have replaced the concept of rhetorical fragments with elements, 
which have historically situated, discursive, and non-discursive properties. Similar to critical rhetoric, 
I see rhetoric functioning to constitute doxastic rather than epistemic knowledge. Rhetorical 
geography has vested interest in the practice of naming and the ways labels limit or enable problems 
and solutions. I have been careful not to confuse influence with causality, and within analysis I have 
considered absence as important as presence. One of the main differences between these 
perspectives is approach and telos. McKerrow focuses on the way discourse facilitates conditions of 
dominance and emancipation. I do focus on hegemony, but I am not convinced my analysis can 
identify or should identify means of emancipation, nor can I truthfully articulate how emancipation 
would look. Instead, I explore rhetorical fault lines and potentialities. 
 
 
How Discourse Shapes Rhetorical Practice 
Rhetoric has a circular relationship to the notion of a Foucauldian discourse in the sense that 
discourse influences the content of a rhetorical practice, and rhetorical practice can also work to 
constitute a discourse. Before neoliberalism became a discourse, it was a popular philosophy of 
capital exchange developed by Adam Smith in the 18th Century that regained currency in the 1950s 
because of Friedrich Von Hayek and the Mont Pelerin Society. Members of the Mont Pelerin 
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Society went on to teach at prestigious Universities where they trained future generations of 
economists, and politicians (Harvey 2005). All the while rhetoric helped propagate the assumptions 
of neoliberalism through argument, discussion, and policy.  
Neoliberalism is a philosophy of capital exchange that emphasizes privatization, private 
property, fiscal discipline, deregulation of trade and finance including foreign direct investment, 
minimizing taxes, and liberalizing interest rates. The Reagan Administration propagated 
neoliberalism on a national level by deregulating finance and most industries in the United States 
while using rhetorical practices such as emphasizing innovation and the spirit of entrepreneurialism 
(Weiler 1984). Neoliberalism went global when Wall Street and Washington neoliberals were 
promoted to high positions within the Bretton Woods System—the World Trade Organization, the 
International Monetary Fund, and the World Bank. As such, neoliberalism informs the very 
institutions charged with stabilizing the global economy, and minimizing global poverty. After 
almost a half century of popularity, the discourse of neoliberalism is espoused by proponents of 
food security through rhetorical practice as if it was commonsense, and the cycle continues. 
Within food security conversations the discourse of neoliberalism is executed rhetorically as 
a promise. Neoliberalism promises to manage inequalities through market access. In practice, 
however, national governments regulated the market to provide the agriculture industry and 
consumers with an economic advantage. Nations that borrowed from the Bretton Woods system 
were denied the same federal support that bolstered the United States and European agriculture. 
Without free-seed programs, federally supported infrastructure projects, subsidies, land for 
agriculture or agricultural education supported by the federal government, borrowing nations 
struggled to support similarly thriving domestic agriculture economies. Instead, borrowing nations 
were directed to contract farm for corporations, which moves domestically produced food out of 
the nation. Meanwhile, liberalized markets allow cheaper food into the nation, which may benefit the 
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urban poor, but liberalization often makes it more difficult for local rural farmers to compete. While 
American and European agribusiness prospered from neoliberal reformation, small and especially 
subsistence farmers have suffered.  
Discursive and Non-Discursive Elements Shaping Food Security and Food Sovereignty 
Guided by LaClau and Mouffe‘s (2001) articulation theory, I began my analysis of food 
security and food sovereignty by seeking elements that reoccurred in articulations. However, unlike 
LaClau and Mouffe I specifically sought the elements that clustered or did not appear within 
subjects‘ articulations of the problem and solutions. Moreover, I draw a distinction between the 
discursive and non-discursive, whereas the authors claim the material is only significant in relation to 
symbolic interpretations. To be fair, a formulation of social struggle that rejects distinction between 
the discursive and non-discursive allows for infinite modes of resistance because subjects are not 
considered constrained by material factors such as social class, being in prison, sick, or starving—
these elements only have meaning if a subject assigns significance to them. I have argued that there 
is a difference between people who struggle to find their next meal, and ―an issue of national 
security‖ or a ―moral obligation,‖ and this difference matters. I followed Foucault‘s (1972) lead in 
the ―Discourse of Language‖ and identify the non-discursive as institutions, events, and economic 
processes and practices, and then expanded this definition to include environmental and agricultural 
practices and processes.  
A rhetorical geography differentiates the discursive from the non-discursive while remaining 
faithful to a constitutive epistemology of rhetoric. A realist might draw a line in the sand between 
what is real and imagined by isolating phenomena that she claims is independent of her beliefs and 
consciousness, and then she may claim that she can continue to observe phenomenon objectively 
and draw conclusions about the world. In many cases this claim becomes a perversion of reality, 
because objectivity is difficult to maintain throughout a research process or any process for that 
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matter. Moreover, throughout history the Truth and Objectivity have operated rhetorically to 
subjugate and oppress others (Foucault 1972, 1976, 1977). Ostensibly in acknowledgement of this 
perversion, post-Marxists such as LaClau and Mouffe (2001) run to the opposite end of the 
spectrum, claiming nothing is true or separate from discourse.  
I am simply suggesting there is a way within the moment to isolate ‗what is,‘ and taking the 
time do this illuminates rhetorical practice. I am not claiming ‗what is‘ has an essential meaning, but 
‗what is‘ can stand outside of the meaning-making process even if only for a moment. For instance, 
four reporters can observe the same event and come to antithetical conclusions. The conclusions are 
not ‗what is.‘ ‗What is‘ is typically the most banal and obvious element of the moment—all four 
people witnessed an event. The fact is food riots happened in 2008, independent or dependent of 
our beliefs and consciousness. People starved when food prices increased, and throughout the 
dissertation I have attempted to illuminate what was happening outside of rhetorical practice in 
tandem with rhetorical practices because I assume this process can clarify rampant mental and 
discursive confusion. Every articulation that emerged to explain the food riots, label it, condemn it, 
or use it to support a sense of self-righteousness changed it into something discursive in effort to 
constitute reality in a way that confirms the subject‘s views. As such, this dissertation reifies the 
perspective that rhetoric is constitutive, a performance generative of elaborate and fictitious worlds. 
Although, I would add rhetoric‘s constitutive function distracts many of us from seeing what is right 
in front of us. 
The penultimate non-discursive element pervading this dissertation is that humans and 
animals need proper nutrition and fresh water to survive. Although proponents of food security and 
food sovereignty do not always make this abundantly clear, at stake in this controversy are lives and 
our very capacity to survive. Even as I write this chapter I am stricken by news of bald eagles literally 
falling from the sky in British Columbia because they are too weak from hunger to survive. I cannot 
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help but think of this is an omen, at the very least, confirmation that food and agriculture are in 
crisis. As soon as the mind interprets the non-discursive, and labels it with concepts, adjectives, 
nouns and verbs as I did with the eagles, the non-discursive enters the discursive realm. A rhetorical 
geography identifies the material, which illuminates subjects‘ rhetorical practices, and the way the 
discursive and non-discursive relate or disassociate within articulations. 
 In consideration of criticisms launched against LaClau and Mouffe‘s (2001) articulation 
theory, rhetorical geography illuminated several relationships between the discursive and non-
discursive. Sometimes the discursive hid, masked, or occluded the non-discursive, and in other cases 
the symbolic illuminated the material. In some cases an element shifted from discursive to non-
discursive within an articulation, and within food security conversations in particular the discursive 
and non-discursive worked together to reify the production of particular policies and topographies 
of agriculture. These relationships may seem banal when strung together in this manner, however, 
seeking these relationships within analysis added dimension that articulation theory alone could not 
provide.  
To remind the reader of material differences between starving rioters and the political elites 
who are designing policies to save them, I began chapter 4 with an account of the 2008 food riot in 
Haiti. The only thing we know for sure about the 2008 food riot was that it was the result of 
increased food prices, how and why food prices increased is speculative and therefore subject to 
rhetorical practices that attend matters of contingency. To highlight how proponents of food 
security espouse the discourse of neoliberalism and perpetuate counter-factual claims, chapter 4 
reviews the history of commodity crop subsidies and the Farm Bill in the United States. Although 
U.S. political leaders are some of the first to tout the merits of trade liberalization, they have been 
reticent to admit that billions of American tax dollars go towards insuring the health of our 
commodity crops—pretending they do not exist does not make them go away.  
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Proponents of food security define hunger and food riots as a moral crisis and an issue of 
national security. Because the connection between food riots and national security is tenuous at best, 
I argued that articulations of food security reinforce interests that are better described as neoliberal, 
imperial, and biopolitical. Proponents share the conviction that food problems are perpetuated by a 
confluence of elements including population increases, energy costs, water scarcity, low productivity 
on the farm, and limited access to markets, all of which are exacerbated by climate changes. Their 
solutions to these problems are to increase economic aid and innovation, which both suit neoliberal 
objectives because neither would require state sponsored regulation of the market or redistribution 
of national resources. Food security is an articulation of food problems that solidifies the role of 
private industry in solving food problems, and can be considered an imperialistic project as food 
security now assists in dissolving barriers to capital accumulation, reinforcing global peasant land 
and biodiversity loss, and migration. Labeling food riots as an issue of national security sets the stage 
for potential and unnecessary military intervention. Furthermore, these elites and policy makers 
seemingly have little cognizance of the average food insecure person and what they suffer. But 
optimism pervaded food security conversation in the Senate and during the Borlaug dialogues as 
corporate moguls discussed the sunny side of humanitarianism and strategic philanthropy. 
I began my account of chapter 5 with my experiences working on a smallholder farm to 
remind the reader that smallholder farming is a vulnerable and laborious occupation. La Vía 
Campesina, a grassroots international activist network with a constituency comprised entirely of 
small farmers, is the leading organization in favor of a food system that reflects the principles of 
food sovereignty, which means being able to provide self and family with desired foods without the 
interference of corporations or loan and trade agreements. La Vía Campesina defines food 
sovereignty as ―the right of peoples to healthy and culturally appropriate food produced through 
sustainable methods and their right to define their own food and agriculture systems‖ (La Vía 
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Campesina 2011). Proponents of food sovereignty define the food crisis as the result of a food and 
agricultural economy governed by the principles of neoliberalism, including trade liberalization and 
structural adjustment, which nurtured the growth of agribusiness and facilitated the dumping of 
cheap crop commodities in formerly domestic food markets. When the food arrived in formerly 
protected domestic markets, it froze some small farmers out of their livelihood and increased 
dependence on foreign food. Food sovereignists suggest the food crisis was exacerbated by 
commodity futures, and financial speculation. To resolve these problems food sovereignists want to 
re-regulate and protect domestic agriculture from Bretton Woods, corporations, and trade 
liberalization. In addition to an array of arguments and modes of performance that propagate the 
principles of food sovereignty, including influencing the perception that food is a human right, La 
Vía Campesina holds the United Nations accountable for mitigating present and future food crisis.  
While food security and food sovereignty articulations of the problem were both spurred by 
foot riots, the similarities and consequences end here. Food security articulations were comprised of 
elements such as security, morality, population growth, productivity, biotechnology, climate change, 
development, market, diplomacy, defense, research, innovation, technology, partnership, and 
philanthropy. And food sovereignty elements include: decades of deregulation, liberalized markets, 
neoliberal policies, undemocratic decision-making; G8, IMF, WTO, WB, UN policies; financial 
speculators, food/commodity futures, agribusiness, food and agriculture transnationals, land 
grabbing, dumping, agro fuels, GMO; rebuild national/local food economies, support the poorest 
consumers and farmers, the right to take stabilization/protectionist measures, the right to food, food 
sovereignty, land and agrarian reform, civil society, peasant, and rebuild grain reserves. Looking at 
the elements side by side not only reveals their incommensurability, but illuminates hidden non-
discursive elements within each. For instance, proponents of food security did not mention the 
Bretton Woods System and decades of deregulation spurred by the discourse of neoliberalism, but 
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climate change is a low priority for food sovereignists. Moral concerns about women and children 
were an element of food security articulations. However, food sovereignists claim to be feminists 
and rarely mention women in relation to the food crisis. Absent from both articulations are the 
views of mid-range farmers in South America, Asia, Europe, and the United States, who do not fit 
the definition of industrial or small-scale farmer.  
Material Topographies of Food Security and Food Sovereignty 
 Food security and food sovereignty each offer a different real and potential topographical 
presentation of global agriculture and food. Articulations of food security contrive an illustration of 
global agriculture that is marred by technologically insufficient and unproductive farms and farmers, 
scarcity, land ravaged by inclement and chaotic weather, and hungry impoverished terrorists 
infringing on the rights and security of others. Proponents of food security would like to supplant 
the stark immorality of this topography with sprawling farms of monocultures—corn, soy, sugar, 
wheat—and industrial sized feedlots where pigs, chickens, and cows are crowded in small places 
fattened while standing in their own feces. This topography requires more processing plants, strip 
malls, vehicles, machines, roads, sidewalks, and things, influencing the condition of people with food 
related problems, such as malnutrition or obesity. The eaters who crowd this vast topography are 
rampantly cramming processed microwave food in their mouths while running to their job where 
they do the work of five people, listlessly disposing of elaborate packaging that will sit in 
overflowing landfills. Some may not be able to recollect how the food tasted, let alone the origins or 
the people who harvested the food. Their bellies ache and they grow tired after eating from years of 
depriving their body of nutritional needs. The cartography of power treats food like a commodity, 
less interesting or glamorous than computers, cars, and televisions. On the map of food security 
open fields, flowers, wildlife, and water are squelched under the weight of the heavy hands of fear 
and greed. This is because the kind of intensive and industrial farming supported by proponents of 
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food security requires more fossil fuels, chemicals, water, genetically modified seed, and open space 
than what the earth may actually be able to sustain. As such, the exceptionally busy and fearful are 
grabbing what is left before it disappears. 
 By contrast the topography of food sovereignty is reminiscent of a life before the industrial 
revolution, although many small farmers have been able to replace some human labor with 
machinery. The globe is still spotted by families who live a subsistent lifestyle or grow enough to 
feed their family and community: Forest dwellers, fisher folk, pastoralists, urban gardeners, and 
small-scale farmers who either grow fruits and vegetables or both livestock and vegetation. Often 
these farmers are dependent upon access to natural resources such as land, water, and biodiversity. 
Although some American small farmers must work two jobs to earn a living, their deep connection 
to farming, the earth, and community is more important. Rather than taming the land with machines 
and chemicals, small farmers tend to have to work with the land and earth, spending hours hunched 
over in hot fields pulling weeds, praying and giving gifts to the Gods for rain and a long growing 
season. Sometimes the farm helps sustain the community, birds, wildlife, and fish populations, and 
sometimes small farming means less water or chemicals were used than an industrial farm. The 
eaters of this topography may be equally busy, rich or poor, hungry, or concerned with supporting 
the local economy and ecosystems, and conserving resources. For food sovereignists food is much 
more than a commodity, it is life itself. Some may even consider themselves food aficionados, 
searching for the best tasting peach or tomato. This is a topography characterized by the intricacy of 
natural life, water, land, and community. Cities, industry, finance, corporations, chemicals, and the 
hegemony of neoliberalism would appear to infringe upon the central, natural features of the map as 
an obstruction to the expression of livelihoods. 
Proponents of food security claim the people of the earth cannot survive unless the earth‘s 
topography reflects their industrial imaginings and realities. By contrast, food sovereignists suggest 
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that continued perpetuation of the hegemony of industrial farming and a neoliberal informed 
agriculture economy will extinguish an entire way of human and plant life. While food security is 
technologically and developmentally deterministic, food sovereignists are suspicious of technologies 
produced and marketed by the agricultural industry and the neoliberal development paradigm. For 
proponents of food security, food is an important commodity that supports the ambitions of 
agribusiness, and for food sovereignists food is an integral aspect of life and livelihood.  
Assessing the Fault Lines of Two Incommensurable Food Systems:  
How Rhetoric is Shaping the Future of Food  
By route of rhetorical geography, my analysis reveals two competing articulations of food 
crisis, conflicting rhetorical strategies, and the presence of two incommensurable food systems. Thus 
far, the two co-exist, but one system has the hegemonic rhetorical force and capital to control the 
game, impose the rules and decimate the other, while the other marshals every instrument she has 
just to merit a spot at the table. The incompatibility of the two systems has the supporting parties 
talking past each other, producing an incendiary divide, ill will, and rearticulations that reinforce 
cycles of poverty. The two systems are at odds from the top down to the bottom, producing 
rhetorical strategies vis a vis each other. The rhetorical fault lines breaking through the surface of 
this discursive terrain fall between traditional/extensive and modern/intensive farming techniques, 
free market (including aid for agricultural development) and market interventions, and food as a 
commodity and food as a right.   
Fault Line: Neoliberalism 
In the following I use ‗fault line‘ as a geographic metaphor for escalating tensions between 
opposing paradigms of food and agriculture. We all know what happens after energy is released 
from two tectonic plates moving in the opposite direction just beneath the earth‘s crust, and a 
rhetorical fault line has the potential to influence an outburst of energy if and when the opposing 
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views come in contact. Proponents of food security and food sovereignty have antithetical 
interpretations of neoliberalism and the social‘s relationship to the market. While proponents of 
food security espouse the discourse of neoliberalism as if it were common knowledge, while 
neoliberalism was the focal point La Vía Campesina‘s resistance efforts.  
People who favor a neoliberal approach to food and agriculture claim that the removal of 
trade barriers will open new markets for foreign producers, which will allow developing countries to 
compete in a level playing field. The new level playing field will keep farmers from overproducing 
because overproduction lowers food prices, and, therefore, reduces salaries for farmers. A free 
market should prevent the most developed countries from flooding markets with subsidized food 
aid and artificially depressing prices. In theory, neoliberalism should make it possible for developing 
countries to collect a higher price for food on the market.  The increase in profit is supposed to lead 
to higher production and therefore greater demand for workers. When a nation stops subsidizing 
food or protecting producers with tariffs, as was the case with New Zealand and Australia, some 
farmers will no longer be able to compete. They will be replaced by farmers who are able to keep the 
price of production and food low, whether these farmers are in Africa or Canada. 
The problem with this theory is that about a quarter of the nations‘ producing and trading 
agriculture and food have liberalized their market, and the other three-quarters have maintained 
policies and measures to protect farmers and local food producers. This maintains an uneven playing 
field. The consequences of liberalizing an uneven agricultural economy have been grave for small 
farmers who cannot compete with subsidized transnational food, and their answer to this problem is 
protection from it, which may not be possible. The rhetoric of food security and food sovereignty 
disguise this tension by speaking and acting as if the market is completely free or on its way to being 
completely free. Proponents of food security frame food problems as an issue of morality, security 
and a crisis of production, without exploring the reality of tensions between market approaches. 
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Food sovereignists exacerbate this tension by claiming that neoliberalism led to the food crisis 
without exploring the way protectionist and liberalizing forces conflict and exacerbate problems for 
small farmers. Hunger is a complex problem and neither side provides a complete picture of its 
complexities. 
Within food security conversations morality, security, and crisis of production tended to de-
materialize the circumstances precipitating food riots, and the actuality of people so angry and 
hungry that they would riot. Long before the Haiti food riots, President Jean Claude Duvalier 
disappeared with the National treasury forcing Haiti to take a loan from the International Monetary 
Fund, and undergo structural adjustment. Structural adjustment discourages state funding for food 
reserves and opens the doors to cheaper rice from the United States. This is often an excellent short 
term fix for food crisis, but does not address the systemic issues that perpetuate hunger such as war, 
gender discrimination, and marginalization or discrimination because of race or ethnicity. When 
proponents of food security call hunger a moral problem, this disassociates them from 
accountability for the problem, while setting the stage for a moral or military intervention. U.S. 
leaders have used appeals to security and morality to justify disciplining the Taliban, American 
citizens, and migrants in the nation. Moreover, neoliberalism undergirds proponents of food 
security‘s rhetorical push to solidify agribusiness, genetically modified (GM) food, and aid for 
agricultural development‘s premier roles in food security solutions. Proponents of food security do 
not consider the ethics of pushing GM and their accompanying property rights on the people of 
nations who do not possess the capital or interest to support the product. 
 Whereas food security rhetoric tended to occlude a neoliberal foundation, La Vía 
Campesina‘s resistant strategy was to illuminate and materialize neoliberalism in as many ways as 
possible, specifically articulating neoliberalism with the oppression of global small farmers and 
calling for protectionist measures. I have argued that their rhetorical strategies represent a backlash 
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rhetoric. Backlash rhetorics appear amidst contested terrains such as feminism, nationalism, and in 
this case food and agriculture. In an age of globalization, farmland, open space, and their inhabitants 
are often the points of least resistance, most easily reshaped to meet the needs of capital and rhetoric 
plays a role in the transformation. Being residents of these points of least resistance could intensify 
fears pertaining to their livelihood, identity, and future, blinding them to the complexity of the 
economic and social circumstances perpetuating hunger and loss of rural ways. This blind spot is 
evidence in their call for protectionist measures, which if instated at the policy level may help small 
farmers for a short period of time. But if national leaders continue to support liberalization, 
advocating for protectionist measures could cause more problems.  
Small farmers and members of La Vía Campesina claim trade liberalization contributed to 
food riots by demonstrating how the globalization of domestic economies destroyed farmer‘s 
livelihood when the formerly protected economy was opened to a flood of cheap soy, corn, rice, or 
cotton. Consumers would buy the cheaper product, freezing the local farmer out of existence. Food 
sovereignists attempt to disarticulate the notion that the free market has some Divine order or 
quality by arguing that it has no moral compass. If the systemic problems and contradictions 
plaguing food and agriculture are not properly addressed with input from a variety of subjects, then 
food security and food sovereignty will perpetuate cycles of hunger, poverty, and demise.  
While proponents of food security say the food crises represents a crisis of production 
aggravated by population growth and climate change, food sovereignists suggest the food crisis is 
the outcome of structural adjustment and overly liberalized market that allows predatory financial 
practices. Neither proposition is entirely true.  Neoliberal rhetoric, which assures audiences that the 
market will work everything out, shrouds actual financial and economic practices and processes in 
mystery and complicates democratic processes such as voting and activism as citizens struggle to 
select politicians who share their interests and needs. This makes it difficult for resistance efforts to 
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articulate food problems, engage the proper actors, and advocate for solutions. In response La Vía 
Campesina issued a backlash rhetoric claiming financial speculation enabled by a neoliberal or 
deregulated market were responsible for the 2008 food price hike. Both rhetorical strategies may 
exacerbate already confusing financial circumstances, and the neoliberal fault line.  
 One of La Vía Campesina‘s more provocative rhetorical strategies was to launch a full-fledge 
attack against financial speculation, and they won the support of the United Nations Human Rights 
Council. This is one moment when the marginalized and oppressed were able to marshal support 
from an institution of global governance. This attack should have been one of the most effective as 
many clamored for justice after the burst of the housing bubble, but because defaulting on a loan is 
widely regarded as personal rather than systemic responsibility, financial speculation fell under the 
radar.  
As the nearly global economic recession worsens and impoverished people are pushed 
further to the margins, the neoliberal fault line has the potential for a formidable release. Recent 
riots in North Africa may be expressions of the neoliberal fault line, as citizens‘ demand leaders and 
political systems become better equipped to meet their needs. The neoliberal fault line is particularly 
volatile and contentious because it has become commonsense on an almost global scale, and is 
espoused through rhetorical practice in surprising venues such as agriculture. If LaClau and Mouffe 
(2001) are correct, this means more subjects will emerge in opposition to neoliberalism. However, 
neoliberalism complicates democratic social struggle as subjects search from a limited economic 
vocabulary, perpetuated by the rhetoric of neoliberalism, to address the source of their problems. 
Pleas for security, smaller government, aid for development, humanitarianism, further obscure the 
neoliberal fault line by disguising non-discursive sources with rhetorical practice. The neoliberal fault 
line is perpetuating other fault lines, as neoliberal assumptions lurk behind the privatization of 
academia, agriculture, music, medicine, and technology. 
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Fault Line: Agriculture 
A neoliberal informed capitalist system and the accompanying rhetorical practices have 
reshaped the topography of global agriculture, as small-scale extensive systems are replaced with 
large-scale industrial intensive systems. Intensive agriculture traces its roots to the Green Revolution, 
a science-based humanitarian effort that provided more food for more people while bolstering 
production for agriculture corporations. While the Green Revolution is widely heralded as a 
humanitarian effort that saved the world from hunger struggles, deregulation of agriculture in the 
United States alongside of the Green Revolution paved the way for the agricultural oligopolies that 
now control food supplies, demands for specific products, and the course of aid and humanitarian 
efforts designed to alleviate problems they may perpetuate. In the United States, food transnationals 
quietly grew to monolithic proportions as did the body weight of American citizens. Whereas 
obesity has been widely considered a personal problem, there is mounting evidence that obesity can 
be linked to the clash between neoliberalism and Farm Bill policies, which make the least healthy 
foods the most affordable and profitable (Patel 2007). La Vía Campesina is one of many 
organizations attempting to make small-scale, community-based agriculture a viable alternative. As 
local food movements gain momentum, the agricultural fault line will grow volatile. 
Food security is a global humanitarian effort that could obstruct efforts to help the very 
people the aid is meant to assist. Proponents of food security linked the discursive elements low 
productivity and population growth with the materiality of climate change to perpetuate a rhetorical 
exigency that can only be satiated with industrial food production. No one participating in food 
security conversations could substantiate low-productivity claims, and critical scholars and La Vía 
Campesina suggest the problem is related to distribution and systemic exclusion of the world‘s poor 
from the food system. Food security rhetoric purports the idea that food is in limited supply. If one 
understands food problems as a matter of low-productivity, the most obvious solution is to 
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transition small-scale farming to industrial and proponents of food security‘s rhetorical practices 
reify this choice. However, industrial farming and its dependence on water, productive soil, and 
fossil fuels is less environmentally sustainable then small-scale farming, which proponents of food 
security acknowledge. But their faith in the market to fix this kind of problem leaves them with few 
solutions. Increasing production and liberalizing trade in a semi free-market has had dire 
consequences for small farmers, and struggling nations who supplant lost domestic farms with 
dependency on foreign food and expose their people to the fleeting whims of the market. But food 
security rhetoric papers over this problem. 
Whether substantiated or not, appeals to population growth have a long history of 
perpetuating fears that sometimes contribute to biopolitical problems such as forced sterilization of 
the unfavorable population. The threat of climate change is more tangible than the threat of 
population growth, and one need only to turn on her computer or television to see the effects of 
climate changes. The potential for climate change to decimate food supplies is a materiality sending 
shivers down the spines of environmentalists, scientists, policy makers, and security experts alike. 
These elements work with the discourse of neoliberalism without exposing their intent. Moreover, 
the materiality of fear has a way of directing the mind away from the big picture. As such, food 
security articulations set the precedent for agribusiness, widely perceived to be the most productive 
of agricultural practices, to innovate and patent the biotechnologies, such as genetically modified 
drought resistant seed, that will save the world from population growth and climate change. Rather 
than heroes, proponents of food security may be exploiting an already volatile situation without 
engaging the economic and agriculture practices and processes potentially feeding the problem.   
Proponents of food security demonstrate very little understanding of the average small 
farmer‘s struggles with food and agriculture, let alone the problems small farmers face across the 
globe. But small farmers interests are exactly who these experts claim to understand. The United 
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States has been trying to force GM on the EU through the World Trade Organization for decades 
(Pringle 2003). Monsanto is running out of ways to penetrate foreign markets and the E.U. and 
Africa are running out of ways to reject GM, exacerbating this fault line.  
Members of global civil society engaged in changing food and agriculture practices have had 
success targeting individual corporations and practices such as fishing for tuna with nets that trap 
and kill dolphins (Doh 2003). Deregulation and the rise of corporate oligopolies go hand in hand, 
and resistance efforts like food sovereignty will have to become more creative to dismantle 
corporate and political power over the food industry. When La Vía Campesina articulates 
agribusiness with the oppression of farmers, they mean Monsanto, Dupont, Archer Daniel Midland, 
Cargill, and Tyson, the biggest food and agriculture oligopolies ever to exist. The growth of these 
corporations was supported by the discourse of neoliberalism and the rhetorical practices that assure 
audiences that industry and free markets benefit the most people. Food sovereignists tended to 
personalize the decimation caused by agribusiness, claiming corporations gain from other‘s losses. 
To be more specific, La Vía Campesina published stories issued by people who have lost their farms 
and ways of life to industrial agriculture, or have lost their right to raise food that is not genetically 
modified. In the U.S. it is unclear who holds corporations accountable for harmful practices such as 
polluting water, dumping toxic chemicals, or selling meat and produce contaminated with 
Salmonella or E. coli. As industrial food and agriculture practices go global, this places more people 
at risk of deadly disease and more places at risk for environmental degradation. 
The agricultural fault line grows volatile as international and local food movements in 
support of small-scale agriculture make the link between industrial agriculture and health problems, 
strains on the environment, and the oppression of family farmers and animals. However, 
corporations are the cornerstone of a neoliberal informed capitalist economy, because they are often 
the source and channel of capitalist accumulation. Imagining alternatives to corporate agriculture 
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may pose a formidable problem for proponents of food sovereignty and small-scale production, as 
fears of global catastrophe due to climate change and population growth escalate. Small-scale 
production simply cannot feed the world if calamity strikes and this is a problem worth further 
consideration. Industrial agriculture can produce substantially more food than small-scale producers. 
La Vía Campesina does not demand small-scale agriculture replace the industrial system. Rather they 
ask for the support of global and national governance to continue to practicing their way of life.  
Fault Line: Food 
 Thus far, I have reviewed proponents of food security and food sovereignty‘s articulation of 
the problem. Proponents of food security identify hunger as a moral problem exacerbated by climate 
change, low-productivity, and population growth, which can only be satiated with American aid for 
development and private industry. This construction reveals proponents of food security‘s 
perspectives of the non-discursive element ‗food‘. Food security rhetoric does not entertain food or 
agriculture‘s intimate connection to culture, politics, and social class. This is evident in their 
treatment of food, which is similar to the way cars and technology are traded and treated in the 
sense that food security enhances the perspective that natural processes can be made more efficient 
with patents and biotechnology. But nature may not be able to sustain or tolerate a Fordist 
perspective of agriculture for much longer and even proponents of food security acknowledge this 
problem. By contrast, proponents of food sovereignty say the real problem is the G8 and their 
armory of strategic apparatus, such as the discourse of neoliberalism, finance, and aid for agricultural 
development. Food produced within the industrial system, which tends to be homogenous in flavor 
and size, has replaced culturally appropriate and formerly domestically supplied foods on a global 
scale. Food sovereignists emphasize food‘s connection to culture and history, and demand global 
and state protection from neoliberal informed agriculture and food policies, claiming they have a 
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right to sustainably grow and eat culturally appropriate food. Thus the two parties speak against each 
other, which may be like throwing kindling on an already raging fire.  
 The rhetoric of food security perpetuates the notion that humanitarian efforts and aid are 
better than alternatives to allowing solutions to emerge from the people most impacted by food 
price increases. Proponents of food security threaten to exacerbate cycles of poverty promoting the 
promises of aid for agricultural development in relationship to a problem that may be endemic to a 
larger system. They are offering corporations and private researchers more power to control the fate 
of food and agriculture. As such, proponents of food security have the power to tilt food scales in 
their favor, while ignoring the root of food problems and making terrorist monsters out of the 
hungry with rhetorical constructions of the problem. Within an economic and political climate 
hostile to state intervention, food sovereignists are demanding state protection from the power of 
corporations and the G8. To be more specific, food sovereignists demand the state to protect small 
farmers and diversify the food economy, so that the least expensive food is not also the least 
healthy. They also demand the state sponsor national food reserves for emergencies, and prioritize 
their budget to support their poorest consumers. In short, food sovereignists demand the state 
recognize the right to food and food‘s important cultural components. 
Similar to other marginalized groups, food sovereignists have gleaned support from the 
United Nations in propagating the people‘s right to food. The UN and the language of rights work 
symbolically more than materially, and this is an advantage for resistance efforts. The UDHR and 
the UN system may have the widest range of influence at the vernacular level by providing a 
platform for shifting economic conceptions of food to the idea that food is a right. Food is not 
something the state provides for everyone, but has long been a thriving aspect of local and global 
markets. Rather the point of food sovereignty is to provide a democratic political space for small 
farmers. Food sovereignty aims to protect food and cultural expressions of food from subjects who 
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place food in danger. Food dangers include financial practices such as commodity futures, 
biotechnologies that threaten biodiversity, the privatization of academia, which supports the 
separation of food from public domains, and food transnationals who benefit from subsidy regimes.  
Whereas proponents of food security have the power to do and say as they please, food 
sovereignists must work just have their voices heard in a space already hostile to what they have to 
say. Proponents of food sovereignty know they need to be more creative to win support for their 
cause, and some small farmers are confident that taste will win over the eater in the end. I say eater 
in honor of the food sovereignists attempting to shift the meaning of food from commodity to 
right. Recent revivals of interest in civic and community supported agriculture and urban gardening 
may be evidence that eaters in the developed world are already changing their perspectives of food 
(Lyson 2004, Smith 2010).  
Limitations and Final Thoughts 
One of the limitations of this dissertation is that its geography is incomplete. Chapter 4 and 
5 are antithetical, and there is an argument that would be less extreme in representation that engages 
the discourse of neoliberalism, called food justice, a movement in which I am actively engaged 
through teaching and organizing. While these experiences and my experiences working on a small 
organic farm informed my analysis, they were not well integrated into the study. Had I touched on 
food justice, which is too big for this dissertation, I would have been able to explore and represent a 
middle ground, making the map more complete.  
Women constitute the majority of farm workers in the world. While I have attempted to 
remind the reader of this throughout my analysis, food sovereignists in particular are seemingly 
genderless and absent of a particular culture. This was in part related to my textual options. Most of 
the texts I gleaned from La Vía Campesina‘s website and their policy documents did not have an 
identifiable author. I think this may be related to the grassroots movement‘s desire to emphasize 
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unity in their opposition to neoliberalism. Future studies should investigate how women perceive the 
food crisis.  
 In a developed nation such as the United States where something to eat is around every 
corner, it is easy to neglect the importance of food. Much more than something to eat, food is at the 
intersection of several defining discourses of the moment: Neoliberalism, technology, individualism, 
and environmentalism—to name a few. Furthermore, food and agriculture are vital elements 
anchoring a variety of social and ecological processes. Food and agriculture are connected to human 
health and vitality, human and animal migration patterns, water supplies and the environment, and 
political and financial practices and processes. The problems plaguing the food systems have the 
potential to agitate other social and environmental problems, but studying food and agriculture from 
a cartographic perspective could illuminate and contribute valuable insights to these and other 
contemporary struggles. Food riots and price increases are just one volatile element of larger and 
divided systems.  
Future studies could focus upon discourses defining the intersection of food and health. The 
voices of the families who have lost small children or loved ones to E. coli have been quieted. More 
voices are emerging linking industrial food to asthma, obesity, and heart disease. Although as Oprah 
Winfrey‘s 1998 lawsuit with the Texas cattleman demonstrates, saying something unfavorable about 
food, even if it is an observation of reality, is a potentially expensive liability. Through analysis of the 
discursive and non-discursive elements defining social struggles related to food and health, a 
rhetorical geography could detangle ‗what is‘ from attempts to define the Truth about health and 
food. The consequences of the globalization of patent rights and biotechnology have placed nations 
such as Brazil and South Africa in the difficult position of choosing between honoring the patent 
rights of their trading partners and manufacturing generic drugs for citizens with HIV who cannot 
afford patented brands. Inventions that seem to begin with good intentions such as anti-retrovirals 
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and genetically modified seeds can cause problems when distributed globally because of economic 
and cultural differences between the developed and developing world. A cartographic perspective 
has the potential to contribute clarity and the seeds of invention to these and other social struggles.  
Rhetoric has much to contribute to contemporary problems and other disciplines. This is 
not to set an agenda for the future of rhetoric, a rhetorical geography is suited to rhetoricians who 
appreciate and value aesthetic and constitutive perspectives of rhetoric but want their analysis to 
remain in contact with the material, primarily people. With its emphasis on elements, rhetorical 
geography is particularly suited to macro perspectives of discursive practices and therefore social 
controversies that span the globe. But I also see rhetorical geography working well with the 
popularity of rhetorical projects that begin with ‗what is‘ within the everyday—drinking coffee, 
hanging out at a mall or museum, going to church, and etc. Although the focus would shift to 
everyday problems such as skipping vegetables or visits to the doctor because of finances, being a 
target of discrimination or sexual harassment, or contracting asthma from living down the street 
from a chemical factory. The promise of a rhetorical geography is potentiality. This orientation can 
lead to new discoveries and insights as rhetorical geography illuminates hidden discursive and non-
discursive elements and relations of power pertaining to seemingly impossible social problems, and 
invention, as rhetorical geography places old problems under a new light.  
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